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Abstract 
 
Perseverance is a quality which individuals draw on to achieve their goals, despite any 
challenges they may face, and so is one of the keys to academic and life success. 
Perseverance is considered to be a positive attribute that can be learned. 
 
In this study, how tertiary students understand perseverance, how they acquired it and its 
role in their lives and learning are explored. The research sample for the study consists of 
nine pre-service teachers from Initial Teacher Education (ITE) in regional Victoria, 
Australia. The researcher uses semi-structured interviews, and draws on educational and 
salutogenic theory and a qualitative methodology. The data has been analysed within the 
Ecological framework based on the work of McLeroy and colleagues (1988). 
 
In the introductory chapter the aims of the study are outlined, perseverance is defined and 
its significance as a character strength/ attribute is considered. The second chapter, the 
literature review, explores the extent to which perseverance, along with associated 
character strengths, has been identified as a significant factor that influences educational 
achievement and the ability to meet life’s challenges. The third chapter provides 
justification for applying a qualitative phenomenological methodology, with particular 
attention to describing both the salutogenic theoretical perspective and the Ecological 
Model (EM). 
The fourth chapter, the data analysis, identifies themes within the data and these are 
discussed with reference to the relationships between the EM layers. The fifth chapter 
offers the discussion, implications and conclusion of the study. 
 
The research findings indicate that all the participants defined perseverance as an 
attribute or character strength which they called on to overcome challenges and 
obstacles as they pursued their goals. They associated it with such qualities as 
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persistence, motivation, commitment, focus, goal-setting and strength, amongst 
others. They recognized perseverance as integral to their academic success as well as 
to their ability to manage crises and challenges in their lives. They identified multiple 
contributors to their acquisition of perseverance, including family members, friends 
and some teachers. Many of the participants identified instances when they made a 
conscious decision to persevere, and viewed the experience as definitive in their 
growth as mature people.   
 
However, few of the participants considered the schools they attended to have played a 
significant role in developing their understanding of perseverance or of helping them 
acquire it, though they were appreciative of those teachers who gave them general support 
and encouragement. They recognized the importance of schools and teachers explicitly 
teaching perseverance and supporting its development through positive critique and 
feedback, and of students experiencing multiple opportunities for practising perseverance 
at the individual, family, school and policy levels. In educational practice, these 
conclusions suggest that further research into how best to implement these approaches 
across all schools would be invaluable. 
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Glossary 
 
Academic Perseverance (Farrington, Roderick, Allensworth, Nagaoka, Keyes, Johnson, 
& Beechum, 2012) Academic perseverance refers to a student’s tendency to complete 
school assignments in a timely and thorough manner, to the best of her ability, despite 
distractions, obstacles, or level of challenge. To persevere academically requires that 
students stay focused on a goal despite obstacles (grit or persistence) and forego 
distractions or temptations, thus prioritizing higher pursuits over lower pleasures, 
exhibiting delayed gratification, self-discipline, and self-control. 
 
Academic Tenacity (Dweck, Walton & Cohen, 2014) Academic tenacity is about the 
mindsets and skills that allow students: 
 
• To look beyond short-term concerns to longer-term or higher-order goals, and 
 
• To withstand challenges and setbacks to persevere towards these goals. 
 
Agency (Fancsali, & Faffe-Walter, & Dessein, 2013). By building agency, young people 
utilise effective learning strategies and demonstrate a positive mindset that not only helps 
them drive their own learning to do better in school, but also helps them to navigate the 
typical barriers to success, both inside and outside the classroom. 
 
Conscientiousness as a 21st century competency (National Research Council, 2012). 
This includes initiative, self-direction, responsibility, perseverance, productivity, grit, 
Type 1 self-regulation (metacognitive skills, including forethought, performance, and 
self-reflection). 
 
Conscientiousness as a Personality Factor (Poropat, 2009). This involves dependability 
and will to achieve. 
Engagement (Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004). “The multifaceted nature of 
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engagement is also reflected in the research literature, which defines engagement in three 
ways. Behavioural engagement draws on the idea of participation; it includes involvement 
in academic and social or extracurricular activities and is considered crucial for achieving 
positive academic outcomes and improving retention rates. Emotional engagement 
encompasses positive and negative reactions to teachers, classmates, academics, and 
school and is presumed to create ties to an institution and influence willingness to do the 
work. Finally, cognitive engagement draws on the idea of investment; it incorporates 
thoughtfulness and willingness to exert the effort necessary to comprehend complex ideas 
and master difficult skills.”  (p. 60). 
 
Grit (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews & Kelly, 2007) Grit entails working strenuously 
toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest over years despite failure, adversity and 
plateaus in progress. The gritty individual approaches achievement as a marathon; his or 
her advantage is stamina. Whereas disappointment or boredom signals to others that it is 
time to change trajectory and cut losses, the gritty individual stays the course. 
 
Habit (Verplanken & Aarts, 1999, p. 10) “Habits can be defined as learned sequences of 
acts that have become automatic responses to specific cues and are functional in obtaining 
certain goals or end-states”(p.104). 
Persistence and Perseverance (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) Persistence here is the 
voluntary continuation of a goal-directed action in spite of obstacles, difficulties or 
discouragement. Simply measuring how long someone works at a task does not 
adequately capture the essence of perseverance because continuing to perform something 
that is fun or rewarding does not require one to endure and overcome setbacks. Peterson 
and Seligman use the terms perseverance and persistence interchangeably. 
 
Resilience (Mastens, Cutuli, Herbers & Reed, 2011) “Resilience is a positive adaptation 
in the context of significant challenges, variously referring to the capacity for, process of, 
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or outcomes of successful life-course development during or following exposure to 
potentially life-altering experiences” (p. 119). 
 
Self-Discipline (Duckworth & Kern, 2011) self-discipline is an individual’s ability to 
apply delay gratification and valuing the social and moral expectations associated in order 
to support the pursuit of their desired goals. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 
Life is not easy for any of us. But what of that? We must have perseverance and above all 
confidence in ourselves. We must believe that we are gifted for something, and that this 
thing, at whatever cost, must be attained. 
 
Marie Curie 
1.1 Introduction 
 
In western society, the many representations of people’s ability to persevere in the face of 
tragedy or challenge are usually greeted with approval. Despite this, our tendency is to 
see perseverance as an innate quality which most of us have to a greater or lesser degree, 
and so few have analysed the reasons for perseverance, how it is understood and 
practised, and how it can be developed or acquired as a habit or ‘character strength’, able 
to be applied consistently, in good times and bad. This is also the case in educational 
settings. In fact, even though academic research supports the view that perseverance is a 
positive attribute that can be learned, and that the skills involved can be embedded in the 
curriculum and in the institutional culture (Costa & Kallick, 2008; Park & Peterson, 
2003), teachers are often ill prepared to teach it (Mergler & Spooner-Lane, 2012). This 
puts many students at a disadvantage. As Park and Peterson (2009) argue: “If society 
really cares about good character among young people, we should be assessing strengths 
and paying attention to how they develop” (p. 4). With this in mind, I have interviewed 
nine third year university students whose academic achievement to date suggests that 
they have the ability to persevere in the face of challenges. My underlying assumption, 
borne out in the literature and in my own learning and teaching experience, is that 
perseverance is an integral aspect of academic success. Through their responses, I hope to 
gain insight into: 
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• how young people define perseverance and understand its role in their lives; 
 
• the importance they attach to it as a character strength; 
 
• what significant others helped them to acquire it; and 
 
• how the quality was imparted to them. 
 
 
The ability to persevere has implications far beyond the classroom. As a teacher, a mother 
and a sports coach, I wondered why some individuals achieve their goals while other 
individuals, though extremely intelligent and capable, do not. Given that there are many 
factors which affect peoples’ achievements, one of the most constant is their willingness 
to persist.  Without this willingness to persist, people often lose their way. The 
importance of perseverance is twofold. Firstly, it helps in the attainment of tangible goals. 
While the application of perseverance is specific to a certain situation, the habit of 
persevering helps people develop resilient and flexible approaches to broader or longer-
term goals that they deem worthwhile (Park, Peterson & Seligman, 2004).  Secondly, 
perseverance is necessary in facing the uncertainties of life with integrity. When life deals 
unexpected blows, if individuals know how to persevere with their hopes, relationships 
and careers, they can provide themselves with the structures of support they need to 
overcome these adversities or to move beyond them (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009; Miller, 
Walton, Dweck, Job, Trzesniewski & McClure, 2012). The habit of perseverance can be, 
and often is, a formidable resource. 
 
Developing internal attributes such as perseverance, combined with the external 
resources of a supportive family and school, can also be seen as making a fundamental 
contribution, not only to academic success, but to the mental health students need to 
achieve it. Mental illnesses are associated with poorer academic achievement and with 
poorer social functioning, which are exhibited in disruptive, anti-social or withdrawn 
behaviour (Broderick & Metz, 2009), and are reportedly on the increase among young 
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people. According to the 2007 National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing (ABS 
2008), at some time during their adolescence and adult life, around 7.3 million, or 45% of 
Australians aged 16 – 85, will experience a common mental health-related condition such 
as depression, anxiety or a substance use disorder. Developing character strengths such as 
perseverance will not only enhance the individual’s ability to reach his or her goals but, if 
started early, may also help reduce the incidence of mental illness in the community. 
 
The view that pro-active and preventative interventions are beneficial, especially when 
introduced early in life, is supported by Seligman’s (2006) theory of ‘learned optimism’. 
In Seligman’s view, human strengths such as courage, future-mindfulness, hope, work 
ethic and perseverance act as buffers against mental illness and languishing. Seligman 
asserts that if we wish to prevent substance abuse in teenagers who grow up in a 
neighbourhood that puts them at risk, effective prevention is not remedial. Effective 
prevention consists of identifying and amplifying the strengths these teens already have. 
A teenager who is future-minded, who is interpersonally skilled, and who derives flow 
from physical activity, is not at risk of substance abuse. A young person who learns 
effective interpersonal skills, who has a strong work ethic, and who has learned 
persistence under adversity is at lessened risk of mental illness. Seligman argues that 
people can be trained in these approaches, and can acquire them as skills that, once 
learned, are self-reinforcing. Seligman’s studies powerfully illustrate the principle that 
building character strengths and teaching people when to apply them effectively can help 
prevent depression and anxiety. 
 
Seligman’s (2000) approach is based on the assumption that, despite our genes, our 
character and ability are malleable and capable of transformation. This view is further 
explored by Carol Dweck (2006) in her discussion of ‘fixed’ and ‘growth’ mindsets. In 
this view, individuals who have a fixed mindset believe their intelligence level is innate 
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and pre-determined and not capable of significant change. They may therefore attribute 
any failures they experience to a lack of talent or intelligence.  In contrast, growth-
minded people are likely to perceive tasks as a challenge and opportunity. They see 
barriers and obstacles as learning opportunities which allow them, amongst other things, 
to exercise and develop their problem-solving abilities, and they will use a variety of 
different approaches in pursuit of the goals they desire and believe are achievable. 
Individuals with a ‘growth mindset’ will persevere.  
 
1.2 Perseverance Defined 
 
Perseverance or persistence is the course of action we take when there is meaning and a 
sense of purpose in our lives. We often draw on it in times of difficulty, when we meet 
obstacles or face discouragement (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004).  The word itself 
has a number of synonyms – persistence, self-discipline, resilience, grit, agency and 
engagement – and these will at times be used in this discussion. The glossary with 
relevant terminology can be found at the beginning of the thesis on pages x, xi, xii. The 
definition of perseverance that best reflects my understanding is that used by The U.S. 
Department of Education Office of Educational Technology (US DEET, 2013) which 
defines perseverance as the ability “to accomplish long-term or higher-order goals in the 
face of challenges and setbacks, engaging the student’s psychological resources, such as 
their academic mindsets, effortful control, and strategies and tactics” (p. 15). 
 
1.3 The Importance of Non-cognitive Skills such as Perseverance for Life-Long 
Learning 
 
Students entering an educational environment bring a great deal with them in the form of 
individual behaviours, attitudes and learning strategies. These are critically important, not 
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only for educational achievement but also for life success. Along with Seligman, Ernst, 
Gillham, Reivich & Linkins, (2009) and Dweck (2006), I believe that these “Habits of 
Mind” (Costa & Kallick, 2008) are not fixed and it is crucially important that parents, 
teachers and the students themselves realise they can be changed. It is the role of schools 
and teachers, amongst others, to develop and improve whatever qualities, strengths and 
habits the students bring with them. As Farkas (2003) argues, educationalists are aiming 
for students who, at the end of their time at school, can exhibit the following: study skills, 
attentiveness, and good work habits; time management, help-seeking behaviours, 
metacognition strategies and adaptability; and finally, self-control, perseverance, and the 
ability to have meaningful relationships. The most important outcome of the school’s 
emphasis on the social skills and the non-cognitive traits mentioned above is that their 
acquisition allows students to be ‘active’ and not ‘passive’ learners and therefore improve 
both their general capabilities and their academic performance (Blackell et al., 2007; 
Duckworth & Seligman, 2005; Oyserman, Terry & Bybee, 2002; Walton & Cohen, 
2007). The effective acquisition of non-cognitive skills allows people to manage their 
workloads, assess their progress and status, persist with difficult tasks and develop 
reliable strategies to master more complex cognitive content as they progress through the 
educational system and life itself. 
1.4 The Broader Educational Context 
 
Education is the key to developing human capital. The nature of our education 
system – whether mediocre or excellent – will influence society far into the future. 
It will affect not only our economy, but also our civic and cultural life. A 
democratic society cannot long sustain itself if its citizens are uninformed and 
indifferent about its history, its government and the workings of its economy. Nor 
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can it prosper if it neglects to educate its children in the principles of science, 
technology, geography, literature and the arts. The great challenge to our 
generation is to create a renaissance … that seeks to teach the best that has been 
thought and known and done in every field of endeavour. (Ravitch, 2010 p. 223- 
224) 
 
Modern educational systems are complex, unwieldy and expensive mass institutions. 
They are subject to a wide range of expectations imposed upon them by parents, 
teachers, governments, community groups, and students. Australian education is a case 
in point. While the Federal Government continues to provide a proportion of school 
funding, each of the six states covers the rest from its own budget and has the 
responsibility for distributing to state schools the monies which determine staffing, 
resources, curriculum development and infrastructure (Australian Department of 
Education & Training, DEET, 2016). This means that standards, curricula and levels of 
school autonomy differ from state to state – along with outcomes and accountability. 
The adequacy of education funding is a constant source of concern for both 
governments and schools themselves. For many state schools, which educate the bulk 
of school-aged youth, including the most disadvantaged, there is never enough 
(Gonski, Boston, Geiner, Lawrence, Scales & Tannock, 2011). 
 
There is as well a great deal of variety within the Australian schools system itself.  
Along with government schools, there are also catholic and independent schools, with 
student populations that are amongst the most diverse in the world in terms of 
ethnicity, religious affiliation, region, socio-economic status and cultural background 
(Koleth, 2010).Reflecting the trends in government approaches to the transformation 
of Australia society after World War Two, schools have instituted at various times the 
values of assimilation, then integration, and now multiculturalism (Koleth, 2010). 
7 
 
 
 
 
Today, the Australian education system has a comprehensive set of values it desires 
for its students and the wider community. Schools aim to promote their students’ 
intellectual, physical, social, emotional, moral, spiritual, and aesthetic wellbeing and 
so ensure both economic success and a strong and resourceful civil society (Ministerial 
Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 2008).   To achieve 
all of these ends, education policy-makers recognise, in theory at least, that schools 
need to concentrate equally on academic achievement (cognitive learning) and on 
individual development (non-cognitive learning). 
 
Until the 1970s, most Australian schools placed their greatest value on academic 
performance. University entrance continued to be the goal of the minority, with low 
retention rates into senior secondary (Le & Miller, 2002). The following two decades 
dramatically changed this. The Whitlam government’s abolition of university fees 
followed by the economic transformation of the 1980s meant that higher education 
was seen as a pre-requisite for many of the best-paying jobs, and completion to year 12 
a pre- requisite for most others. Today, more students are staying at school for a longer 
period than at any other time in Australia’s European history (Le & Miller, 2002). 
 
Despite these higher retention rates, there are fundamental problems in Australian 
schools which suggest that many students are being short-changed by policy-makers, 
by funding bodies, by teacher education, and by schools themselves. Since 2003 
literacy and numeracy results have either stagnated or slipped down the scale in 
comparison to other countries in the Program for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) established by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD). While at face value Australia still seems to 
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be scoring well in comparison with most other OECD countries and economies, a 
breakdown of results shows the domestic reality to be more disturbing , particularly in 
terms of equity. The summary of results in the Australian Council for Educational 
Research’s (ACER) report PISA 2012: How Australia Measures Up shows that 45% 
of 15 year-olds failed to meet national minimum standards in Mathematics (a decline 
representing more than half a year of schooling), while 36% failed the same 
benchmark in reading  (Thomson, De Bortoli, Buckley, 2013). 
 
This result has been accompanied by a fall in the number of students achieving at 
higher levels and a rise in the number of students achieving at lower levels – with 
particular problems facing indigenous students, rural students and students from low 
socio-economic backgrounds. The equivalent of around two and a half years of 
schooling separates the Maths, Reading and Science scores of students in the highest 
socio-economic group and students in the lowest socio-economic group (Thomson, De 
Bortoli & Buckley, 2013). 
 
For the latter, particularly indigenous students, it almost seems as though the 
education system itself is the obstacle to effective learning (Green, 2016).The 2015 
PISA results, published in December 2016, indicate a worsening situation: that in 
Science, Maths and Reading literacy, there has been a further decline overall, while 
the gap between the results of students from the highest socio-economic group and 
those from the lowest has widened (Thomson, De Bortoli & Underwood, 2016). Such 
a continued disparity in outcomes suggests that many students are ‘falling between the 
cracks’ academically and missing out on the individual (non-cognitive) development 
essential for their post- secondary futures. This would seem to be borne out by data 
showing a gradual decline in the ability of Australian students to apply what they 
learned in school to real world situations and problems (Thomson, De Bortoli & 
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Buckley, 2013; 2016). 
For all students, but especially those who are most disadvantaged, the stakes are 
extremely high. Educational success generally leads to higher levels of employment 
and earnings, better health, longevity, and positive views towards social inclusion and 
social cohesion (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2011).  People with less 
education have to struggle harder to achieve these outcomes, and some may never do 
so.  
The PISA results are not the only criteria against which the quality of Australian 
education should be judged. They do, however, indicate some deep-seated problems. 
One of the questions which arises in relation to my own research is whether or not 
teaching character strengths such as perseverance would help to address these 
problems. In a 2017 interview on ABC television, Andreas Schleicher, PISA Director 
and coordinator, outlined the approaches of those educational systems in Europe which 
scored highest in the PISA tests. According to him, the best schools have curricula 
which are deeper rather than wider, emphasizing rigor, focus and coherence; have more 
delivery outside the classroom than inside it; create a level playing field; support 
professional autonomy and collaboration; and, most importantly for this study, 
emphasize the holistic development of their students. This means embedding such 
character qualities as responsibility for self and others deep in the educational 
structures, while having high expectations for every child and supporting the child in 
meeting those expectations (Grant, 2017).  As the PISA results show, this approach to 
education has demonstrated a high degree of success in academic terms. It is 
reasonable to assume that the students in these schools, in achieving these outcomes, 
would have applied the character strengths of perseverance and self-discipline to their 
studies and that the acquisition of these character strengths would have been 
specifically addressed by educators, as part of their holistic approach. 
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There are considerable differences between the schools mentioned and Australian 
schools in relation to curriculum content and attitudes to professional development.  
Even so, there could be other changes in our schools which would bring all Australian 
students, including the most marginalized, to the point where they are adequately 
prepared for the future – for example, through the introduction of pedagogies such as 
‘targeted teaching’ or ‘differentiated learning’. Tracking and responding to each 
student’s learning needs, ensuring that students themselves are cognisant of their 
progress, reinforced in their learning, and appropriately challenged are examples of 
effective ways of addressing the shortfalls many students are experiencing. Resourcing 
one-to-one student/teacher interactions (both in and out of the classroom) would 
provide an opportunity for teachers to give students feedback and to identify for 
individual students the characteristics of perseverance, self-discipline and reflection, 
making these strengths an integral part of any discussion and positively reinforcing 
their application.  In this context, feedback about progress is particularly important as it 
recognises the student’s past perseverance and encourages its continuation. Such 
feedback is supported by Goss, Hunter, Romanes & Parsonage (2016) who observe that 
“defining student success in terms of progress reinforces the value of effort and 
persistence, fostering a growth mindset in students, which has been shown to support 
future success in life” (p. 4).  
 
Good cognitive outcomes combined with the development of character strengths 
should also be nested in a broader institutional sensitivity to students’ needs, so that 
there is a link between educational policy, curriculum, pedagogy, engagement and 
relevance to students. According to Thomas (2005), in The Coolest School in 
America, there are six elements that excite and motivate students in their learning. 
These are that: 
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• Education takes place out of the school building; 
 
• Students really want to do it and have a choice in what they pursue; 
 
• Students have an opportunity to collaborate with others; 
• Students produce something; there is some product and an audience beyond the 
teacher; 
• Student efforts are useful to other people; 
 
• Students have an opportunity for reflection and refinement, (Thomas, 2005, p. 9). 
 
In Australia, at the same time as educational theorists and policy-makers are struggling to 
find a system which excels in meeting the needs of all students, one of the most important 
constants for students themselves is that they see the point of ‘staying the distance’, of 
persevering with their studies, and so enhancing the possibility of a fulfilling future 
(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews & Kelly, 2007). Targeted teaching, institutional 
responsiveness to students’ views on their own learning needs, and attention to the skills 
of goal-setting and reflective learning make a fundamental contribution to this outcome 
(Goss, et al., (2016). 
 
1.5 Significance of Study 
 
Educational success is a protective factor for a young person’s physical, mental and social 
health (Seligman, & Csikzentmihalyi, 2000). Perseverance (or staying with a task) is one 
of the keys to achieving those educational goals which prepare students for work, further 
study and participation in community and civic life. Bloom’s (1985) research points out 
that the child who “made it” academically was not always the one who was considered to 
be the most talented. Rather, he or she was characterised by a willingness to work and 
excel, and by persistence, competitiveness and eagerness. This thesis’s significance lies 
not only in recognising that perseverance is important. There are many studies which 
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discuss perseverance, grit, persistence, self-regulation and effort as strengths, particularly 
in the field of positive education (Norrish, Williams, O’Connor, & Robinson, 2013; 
Oades, Lindsay, Robinson & Green, 2011).  However, the significance of this research is 
its emphasis on being able to identify those crucial moments when students decided to 
persist with a task; on finding out what factors contributed to their decision to carry on; 
and on determining what they understand perseverance to entail. 
Through this, I hope to gain a deeper insight into how the development of perseverance as 
a character strength and skill might be integrated into students’ educational experiences; 
how teachers can be helped to recognise its elements and behaviours so that these can be 
explicitly taught and practised; and how schools can incorporate multiple opportunities to 
acquire perseverance as a resource, an approach and a habit. 
 
1.6 Limitations of the Study 
 
This study focuses on students who are undertaking either a Joint Degree in Education or 
a Masters of Teaching within a Victorian regional university. I assumed that, to reach 
this advanced stage in their tertiary education, all the participants chosen had to have 
demonstrated substantial skills of perseverance. The sample was small, comprising nine 
students, and contained students from both the state and the private systems.  
 
One of the aims of the study was to analyse participants’ perceptions of perseverance 
through their own experience of it.  My findings were dependent upon the accuracy of the 
students’ memories, on their ability to assess realistically whether or not their academic 
work, sporting commitments, and other projects were successfully achieved, and on 
whether they were then able to identify and reflect upon the importance of their 
perseverance in this process. 
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1.7 Research Aims and Questions 
 
This research aims to explore transformational moments when people have persisted with 
a particular task when their instinct is to abandon or ameliorate it. The research question 
explored in this thesis is: In what ways do participants’ understand perseverance and its 
role in their lives and education? Further sub-questions are: In what ways did the 
participants perceive themselves as having acquired perseverance as an attribute? To what 
extent were they taught it in their lives and education? Using an ecological and 
salutogenic perspective, the study seeks to examine the students’ perception of 
perseverance as it has operated within their own lives, schools, families and communities. 
The study expects the participants’ responses will give insight into: whether perseverance 
can be defined not only as a character strength, but also as a set of skills and processes 
that can be taught; when perseverance is most needed; when its application is both 
appropriate and meaningful; and how perseverance can be nurtured and developed along 
with associated character strengths. 
 
Summary of Chapter 
 
In this introductory chapter, I have discussed perseverance as a concept, considered some 
synonymous terms and their definitions and given a rationale for considering 
perseverance as an important attribute within the broader context of non-cognitive skills 
acquisition. I have also identified some challenges facing students and teachers in 
Australia, particularly in relation to the areas of literacy and numeracy, which the 
acquisition of perseverance might help address; and some examples of approaches and 
perspectives in which the broad range of character strengths, including perseverance, are 
valued. 
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I have also explained that, while a number of researchers have recognised the value of 
perseverance as a skill and character strength, few have tried to unpack its elements in 
ways that might assist with the teaching and learning of perseverance. I have argued that 
the significance of my research is that it endeavours, through the perspectives of 
successful students, to examine their experiences of perseverance, to identify the factors 
and practices that have helped them acquire it, and to consider how these might be 
incorporated into pedagogical practice. 
 
Finally, I have outlined the aims and the limitations of the study and listed the specific 
areas into which I hope to gain insight. In the following chapter I will review the 
literature relevant to perseverance. This includes research related to positive psychology 
and the educational approaches it has generated; research examining and assessing the 
importance of perseverance along with other character strengths; and research which 
identifies external factors which contribute to the acquisition of perseverance, such as 
schools and parents. 
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Chapter 2 - The Review of Literature 
 
Upon the subject of education ... I can only say that I view it as the most important subject 
which we as a people may be engaged in. 
Abraham Lincoln 
 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
A characteristic of any educational system is that political, cultural or ideological interests 
may influence policy, curriculum and funding (Dale, 2000). Research into pedagogical 
practice is also informed by particular sets of values. There are two paradigms that are of 
particular relevance to this discussion. The first of these – the ‘traditional’ approach - 
considers education’s overriding goal to be the development of cognitive ability since, 
according to traditionalists, cognitive ability is the key to success in education and in life. 
According to Fin et al., (2014), in this pedagogical approach, “Schools traditionally focus 
on teaching knowledge and skills in content areas” (p. 737), and teachers emphasize 
reasoning, problem solving, content knowledge, and the ability to study. 
 
The other paradigm considers cognitive ability to be only one of the outcomes teachers 
should be aiming for. In this view, effective education means education of the ‘whole 
person’, encompassing cognitive and non-cognitive skills in order to develop a balanced, 
well-rounded student. This approach focuses on ‘soft skills’ such as: motivation, integrity, 
interpersonal skills; communication skills and positive attitudes; and the development of 
those psychological resources such as character strengths, habits and attributes that 
complement and underpin cognitive development (Heckman & Rubinstein, 2001). It is 
this latter view that will be the main focus of the following discussion. 
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The following chapter gives an overview of, and discusses, the educational approaches, 
both in Australia and overseas, that are associated with developing the ‘whole person’. It 
focuses particularly on the area of positive psychology, and the ‘positive education’ 
pedagogy developed from it. It then refers to research which has identified the 
relationship between academic success and character strengths, including perseverance, 
and some of the intra-personal attributes – such as self-efficacy, grit, and intrinsic 
motivation - which have been found to contribute to the individual’s willingness to 
persist. It also refers to research that identifies strong student/school relationships as 
fundamental to successful outcomes, and briefly but importantly, to the significance of 
parents in this process. 
 
2.1 Educational approaches, pedagogies, and programs: a review of the literature 
on ‘whole person’ development 
 
In Australia, until the 1980s, most schools, both state and independent, had a traditional 
view of educational practice. However, as retention rates improved and schools catered 
for a greater diversity in student populations, educational theory underwent a revision. 
Increasingly among Australian educators the view is that critical and creative thinking 
exists as a capacity in its own right (outside subject content) and is transferable from one 
context to another (Australian Curriculum Assessment & Reporting Authority (ACARA), 
2010). Perkins and Grotzer (1997) argue that timely interventions can teach people to 
think more resourcefully so they have the ability to transfer the knowledge, skills, and 
behaviours into different situations. Newell (2005) discusses the importance of 
encouraging creativity, giving priority to student choice, building student ownership of 
their education, and “instead of regurgitating information in the ‘answering pedagogy’” 
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(p. 20), allowing students to think for themselves. Such learning allows students to “use 
process oriented skills, find resources, read, analyse, synthesise, write, organise thoughts 
and creatively demonstrate ways to learn, and reflect” (Newell, 2005 p. 21). In turn, these 
skills encourage perseverance, persistence and grit along with many other character 
strengths. 
 
Newell (2005) also argues that creating positive relationships between teacher and student 
is of fundamental importance in achieving these outcomes. Effective student/teacher 
relationships allow students to gain confidence and become owners of their educational 
experience, and more willing to pursue educational goals. Researchers in educational 
psychology suggest that creative, broad and open-minded thinking is associated with 
positive emotions which enhance learning, whereas negative emotions arising from 
hostility (especially towards teachers and schools) narrow and restrict attention 
(Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005). This research highlights the need for 
depth in one-to-one teaching as well as in curriculum and content, and I would argue that 
giving consideration to the students’ perspective on perseverance, as well as helping 
teachers reflect on their practices in this regard, can improve the quality of student/teacher 
relationships. 
2.2 Education for character strengths 
 
Despite the examples given above of literature which stresses the importance of 
encouraging children’s emotional well-being and social capacities, there has only recently 
been a concerted attempt to spell out the emphases, practices and programs which will 
assist students along this path. Among these are Multiple Intelligences (Gardner, 1983), 
Mind Matters (Commonwealth Australian, 2000), Habits of Mind (Costa & Kallick, 
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2008), and SenseAbility (Irwin, Sheffield & Holland- Thompson, 2010). One attempt is 
the relatively new field of ‘positive psychology’ (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), 
from which positive education evolved as an approach that focuses on student flourishing 
and functioning at an optimal level (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich & Linkins, 2009). 
Positive psychology focuses on those virtues and character strengths that underpin 
personal growth and positive functioning in society. In this context, ‘character strengths’ 
are defined as “pre-existing qualities that arise naturally, feel authentic, are intrinsically 
motivating to use, and energising” (Brdar & Kashdan, 2010, p. 15) – examples of which 
are courage, work ethic, faith, hope, honesty, future mindfulness, and – crucially from my 
perspective – perseverance. 
 
Other researchers in this field use terminology such as ‘personal growth’, defined as the 
continuous pursuit and deepening of existing skills, talents, and opportunities along with a 
capacity to remain open to experience and to respond to challenges in a variety of 
circumstances (Gilman, Huebner & Furlong, 2009).  Perhaps the most comprehensive 
work on personal growth comes from The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2003), an international group of educators, researchers, 
practitioners, and policy-makers (see www.casel.org). This group has drawn from 
extensive empirical literature to identify those teachable skills which help students form 
sound character and see themselves and their learning as positive resources for their 
families, schools, workplaces and communities. The group identifies the following skills 
as fundamental tools for citizens in a free and democratic society: 
 
• Knowing and managing one’s emotions; 
 
• Listening and communicating carefully and accurately; 
 
• Recognising strengths in self and others; 
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• Showing ethical and social responsibility; 
 
• Greeting, approaching and conversing with diverse others; 
 
• Taking others’ perspectives; 
 
• Perceiving others’ feelings accurately; 
 
• Respecting others; 
 
• Setting adaptive goals; 
 
• Solving problems and making decisions effectively; 
 
• Cooperating; 
 
• Leading and also being an effective team member; 
 
• Negotiating and managing conflicts peacefully; 
 
• Building constructive, mutual, ethical relationships; and 
 
• Seeking and giving help.(CASEL, 2003) 
 
CASEL’s (2016) findings also affirm the view that building students’ social and 
emotional strengths and character has a positive impact on their academic achievement. 
Those schools which best demonstrated the relationship between the two goals met five 
main criteria: 
 
1. They have a school climate articulating specific themes, character elements, 
and/or values; 
2. They have explicit instruction in social-emotional skills; 
 
3. They have explicit instruction in health-promotion and problem prevention 
skills; 
4. They have systems to enhance coping skills and social support for transitions, 
crises, and resolving conflicts. 
20 
 
 
 
5. They have widespread, systematic opportunities for positive contributory 
service (Elias, Zins, Weissberg, et al., 1997). 
 
In addition, the group reported that many of the schools studied had strong parent 
education and parent involvement components. They used approaches which allowed 
parents to learn about, and also develop, the same social-emotional skills that their 
children were learning (Elias, Tobias & Friedlander, 2000). The schools also stressed 
inclusiveness, ensuring that students with special education classifications participated in 
all of the structures and opportunities noted above. 
 
One of the most notable aspects of these findings is the centrality of character 
development to the education of the whole student. A study by O’Connell (2009) strongly 
supports this observation. Using Gardner’s (1983) Multiple Intelligence theory, 
O’Connell studied urban schools in Ohio, USA. He concluded that while student 
achievement was directly related to student learning styles, community support, rapport 
with teachers and an understanding of resilience and how it affected learning, it was of 
equal importance to give students the opportunity to develop their strengths, to be able to 
draw on them – and past experiences where they were useful – and then transfer those 
skills to a new situation in order to achieve their goal, complete a task, or act with 
‘character’ in a particular situation. 
 
‘Character’ is one of those words that can complicate any conversation, mostly because it 
can mean very different things in different contexts. Its most basic definition is that it 
comprises the particular combination of qualities that gives distinctiveness to a person 
that makes them different from other people (Park & Peterson, 2009). However, when 
most educationalists speak of character, they are referring to those features which 
individuals exhibit that allow them to regulate their thoughts and actions to support 
21 
 
 
 
achievement in a particular endeavour, by applying to the task qualities such as self- 
efficacy, perseverance, and ingenuity (Matter, 2008; Duckworth & Seligman, 2005; 
Lickona & Davidson, 2005). ‘Character’ also contains what Taylor (1989) calls a “moral 
orientation”, aspects of thought and behaviour which contain “strong evaluations” (p. 20) 
about what is appropriate, meaningful and fulfilling, an example of which is striving for 
ethical behaviour in one’s relationships with others (Noddings, 1988; Walker & Pitts, 
1998 cited in Seider, Novick & Gomez, 2013.) 
 
Indeed, as Krettenauer, Nucci and Narvaez (2008) point out, moral and character 
education not only illuminates for the learner the importance of learning, but also 
enhances her perception of herself as an individual with values and identity. However, 
many scholars also make the point that, for the behaviours through which character is 
exhibited to be effective, they must be modelled by teachers and significant others, and 
practised in their turn by students. Maudsley (1898), cited in Park and Peterson (2009), 
made the point over a century ago that “character must be developed by doing and not 
just by thinking or talking about it”. No one is a “good kid deep down at heart” (Park & 
Peterson, 2009, p. 6) unless he or she shows good character in ways that can be seen. 
Wong (2011) stresses the importance of students developing both strategies and 
conceptual knowledge so that character strengths, once developed, become habitual, 
carried from the school into the community and the broader society, and representing not 
simply the attributes of good and decent people, but also the best characteristics of 
citizens in a just and inclusive civil society. Elias (2009) summarises the imperatives 
outlined above in the following statement: 
 
Social-emotional skills, including emotion recognition, situation analysis, problem 
solving, and decision making, are essential for bolstering discerning judgement. 
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These skills and others are also vital for children to have in order to grow up with 
the confidence and competencies needed to participate effectively in a global and 
highly politicized world, where being part of the mechanisms of democracy, 
community life, family, and workplaces is going to be challenging. (p. 841) 
 
Given the proposition that “character can be cultivated by good parenting, schooling, and 
socialization and that it becomes instantiated through habitual action” (Cohen, 2006, p. 
6), it seems evident that the goals of education need to be reframed so that social, 
emotional and ethical competencies are prioritized along with academic learning. As the 
CASEL (2003) results have shown, one of the paths towards this outcome is to 
consolidate partnerships between schools and community, so that parents in particular are 
included in the tasks required. Schools that identify attainable goals and define the focus 
of possible partnerships have taken the key steps necessary for building successful 
collaborations (CASEL 2003; Epstein & Sanders, 1998). The CASEL results have also 
made clear that, to be effective, programs encouraging collaboration and parental 
involvement in the project of helping students behave ethically and responsibly are not 
just optional ‘add-ons’ to the school’s organisation, but are embedded into the fabric of 
the school’s goals and mandates. 
 
2.3 Challenges in Australian Education 
 
Though the CASEL (2003) study draws its information from the American system, its 
basic principles are eminently transferable to the Australian setting. There have been a 
number of attempts within the Australian system to develop curricula that address 
‘whole student’ development. The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority (ACARA, 2016) aims in its most recent curricula that students will explore 
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matters such as inclusion, power inequalities, taken-for-granted assumptions, diversity 
and social justice, and develop strategies to improve their own and others’ health and 
wellbeing. The new curriculum in Health and Physical Education (HPE) has tried to put 
this into action. It strives to develop in students a proactive and positive focus (strengths- 
based) about, within and towards people, taking as its example health promotion models 
developed to remedy deficits within the health system (Baum, 2008; Gard & Wright, 
2001; Linley, Joseph, Harrington & Wood, 2006; Nutbeam, 2000). The curriculum also 
makes use of the approaches contained in Beyond Blue’s SenseAbility Program which is 
designed to help young people (ages 12 – 18) develop resilience and psychological 
wellbeing by building their social and emotional skills. The SenseAbility Program aims to 
help those students who may have a negative outlook on the world and life focus on what 
in the world is good or ‘even OK’. It is based on the premise that if young people have 
these skills, they are generally better able to cope with the stressors of daily life. 
According to Irwin, Sheffield, and Holland-Thompson (2010), “they tend to have better 
relationships with parents, teachers and peers and perform better academically” (p. 3). 
This approach encompasses essential skills such as ‘Helpful Thinking and Self-Talk’, 
‘Emotional Regulation’, ‘Life Problem-Solving and Communication’, ‘Planning and 
Time Management’ and ‘Keeping Well’. Alongside the Essential Skills module, there are 
six other modules or focus areas that include Sense of Worth, Sense of Control, Sense of 
Belonging, Sense of Purpose, Sense of Future and Sense of Humour  (Irwin, Sheffield & 
Holland -Thompson, 2010), all of which contribute to the development of non-cognitive 
skills. 
While the HPE curriculum contains all the ingredients for a ‘growth’ approach, there are 
some real impediments to its implementation in many Australian schools. Shelton (2016) 
argues that one of the greatest challenges that Health and Physical Education (HPE) 
teachers face is that their learning area is not valued within the school community. HPE 
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often sits on the fringe of core curricula, and may not be given as much time as subjects 
considered more ‘academic’ (Commonwealth of Australian, 1992; Morgan & Hansen, 
2008). Often, too, the lack of communication and interaction between subject areas can 
effectively ‘silo’ provision in one area from that in another. Adding to these difficulties, 
and despite mission statements that declare schools are committed to holistic education, 
many schools pursue other priorities because they lack the resources to do otherwise (Zin, 
Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004). 
 
Many psychologists and educational researchers (Fredrickson, 2001; Tinning, 1996) 
recognise the need to transform Australian schools and teachers into enablers and 
cultivators of students’ strengths. Teachers in Australia are being urged to embrace a new 
paradigm in education, which does not focus simply on transmission of information to 
students but on learning by constructing meaning (Baines & Stanley, 2000; Brownlee, 
2003). However, because the teaching of non-cognitive skills deals mainly in 
abstractions, teachers who value it face a real problem giving it substance in classrooms 
and translating it into practical strategies and methodologies unless they are given 
extensive support by the school itself. Petway II, Brenneman and Kyllonen (2016) state 
that “though many people involved in education and policy no longer deny the 
significance of non-cognitive constructs, there is much work that needs to be done to 
develop programs and interventions that can be scaled nationwide and even worldwide” 
(p. 25). Cliff, Wright and Clarke (2009) offer a broad solution to the problem, suggesting 
a societal shift towards a socio-cultural and socio-critical perspective on education,  
health and well-being. Brownlee’s (2003) view is more targeted. He emphasises the 
importance of teacher training in broadening teachers’ understanding of their roles, 
particularly in relation to their personal epistemologies. He argues that student teachers’  
ability to think of themselves as enablers of learning rather than simply deliverers of 
content needs to be nurtured in teacher education programs before they arrive in schools 
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as professionals. 
 
Certainly, educating teachers in the pedagogies which help students acquire character 
strengths as ‘habits’ would make a substantial contribution to their learning outcomes. 
Costa and Kallick (2008) have concluded that when teachers take the time to demonstrate 
the multiple uses of intrinsic motivators to their students and show them the inner abilities 
they possess to create positive self-change, students can adapt these motivation and 
empowerment skills for personal advancement. When teachers help the students to create 
change from within, with guidance from their family and community, it constructively 
affects student achievement (Merritt, Wanless, Rimm-Kaufman & Cameron, 2012). Costa 
and Kallick (2008) argue that there are 16 habits that people can develop to enhance their 
learning. These habits allow individuals to build skills and personal resources whether 
they achieve their original goals or not, and these authors contend it is the process 
(particularly the students’ reflections upon it) that is important. Persevering, once its value 
is recognised, becomes a foundational habit from which other related character strengths 
can emerge – and these habits, once learned, will be able to flow in and out of a person’s 
life. Success happens because, even if the original goals have eluded the students, they 
have gained in skills, resilience, and feelings of self-worth and self-esteem (Costa & 
Kallick, 2008). 
 
While Costa and Kallick’s (2008) theory of habit-creation differs in many ways from 
Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) theories on positive psychology, and from Elias’ 
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(2009) theory of ‘character education’, all three approaches align in their emphasis on 
developing and building on people’s character strengths and resources, and not their 
weaknesses. Teachers also need to recognise individual differences, and tailor their 
approaches to each student’s specific needs. As Csikszentmihalyi (1996) explains, 
individuals do not always reach their potential because although every human brain is 
able to generate self-regulative consciousness, not everyone seems to use it equally. 
 
As well as identifying the essential habits of mind students need to attain, Costa and 
Kallick’s (2007) approach focuses on understanding the processes through which 
individual students can learn these habits, how they might develop their knowledge, and 
how they might apply and act upon it over time. With every challenge, students develop 
their ability to reflect upon, evaluate, modify and apply the attributes they have acquired, 
and their chances of flourishing and succeeding in what they choose to do are enhanced. 
Elias (2009) supports the importance of this undertaking by arguing that “students must 
have an array of emotion recognition and management skills if they are to be able to focus 
on the increasingly sophisticated academic agenda being put before them” (p. 839). The 
great challenge is to ensure that teachers themselves know how to put this into practice in 
the classroom. In particular, teachers need to be explicit in their teaching, to scaffold tasks 
so that they are both challenging and achievable, and to ensure that the habits students 
need to acquire are practised regularly so that they become second nature. 
 
2.4 Positive Psychology: Theory, Background and Programs 
 
During the last decade, researchers seeking to make education more relevant to the needs 
of both students and the broader community have looked closely at the possibilities 
offered by a ‘positive psychology’ approach to educational practice (Oades, Robinson, 
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Green & Spence, 2011).  Positive education aims to combine the ideals of positive 
psychology with effective teaching practices in order for individuals and school 
communities to develop and flourish. It locates the students’ acquisition of the cognitive 
skills that lead to academic success firmly within the context of student wellbeing and 
good mental health (Norris et al., 2013; Seligman, Ernst, Gilham, Reivich &, Linkin, 
2009; Park & Peterson, 2009). 
 
Research has identified a number of other, equally important, benefits: people who have 
acquired character strengths seem to engage more fully in their life experiences; get 
more satisfaction from these; and find greater pleasure in what life has to offer (Park, 
Peterson and Seligman, 2004; Peterson, Ruch, Beerman, Park and Seligman, 2007). 
Furthermore, character strengths such as hope, kindness, social intelligence, self-control 
and perspective seem to offset such negative emotions as aggression, anxiety and 
depression (Park & Peterson, 2009). Finally, students who exhibited these character 
strengths and qualities achieved a grade-point average in their academic work above and 
beyond their I.Q. (Duckworth & Seligman, 2005). 
 
The growing number of researchers who argue that positive education would be of benefit 
(Norris, Williams, O’Connor & Robinson, 2013; Rusk & Waters, 2013) see schools as a 
natural environment for the application of its principles. Schools are the institutions where 
the development of skills and knowledge competencies is the main objective (Hamilton & 
Hamilton, 2009). They can provide accessible and consistent environments which can be 
used to promote wellbeing (Bond et al., 2007) and where children and adolescents can 
experience worthwhile interventions (Short & Talley, 1997). In theory, and to some 
degree in practice, schools are about providing the best possible environment in which to 
prepare young people for their futures (Seligman et al., 2009). 
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With this in mind, the Positive Psychology movement has developed a program for 
schools, in which student-centred teaching, an emphasis on the physical, social and 
mental needs of the students, and a nourishing and supportive environment are seen to be 
the crucial elements in student and institutional success.  Geelong Grammar School 
(GGS) has become a case study in the implementation of positive education principles. 
(Refer to Figure 2.1 for an overview of the program.) The Geelong Grammar School 
Academic Framework (GGSAF, 2016) has established a whole school approach to the 
application of positive psychology theory. It uses the concept of ‘flourishing’ as its 
philosophical basis. Flourishing, in this approach, is based on two traditions: the hedonic, 
which focuses on how people feel; and the eudaimonic, which focuses on what people do, 
how they act. Flourishing itself is considered to be an important constituent of 
psychological health, and consists of three components (Keyes & Corey, 2002): 1) 
emotional (hedonic) wellbeing or the presence of positive feelings about oneself and life; 
2) social wellbeing – inclusion in and connection to the community; and 3) eudaimonic 
wellbeing – or functioning well. These reflect Seligman’s five elements of optimal 
wellbeing: “positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning and achievement” 
(Norrish, Williams, O’Connor & Robinson, 2013, p. 149). One of the notable aspects of 
the GGS model is that it brings a multi-dimensional and holistic approach to education 
that complements academic performance but does not compete with it (Norrish, et al., 
2013, p. 150). On the contrary, its exponents at the school stress that the school’s 
curriculum remains ‘true to its core academic objectives’ while embedding ‘a growth 
mindset’ into its pedagogy (Norrish, et al., 2013). 
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Figure 2.1 Summary of the GGS Applied Model for Positive Education, (Norrish, 
Williams, O’Connor & Robinson, 2013, p. 151) 
 
There have been two evaluations done to date on the GGS experience, with Phase One 
being published in 2014 (Vella-Broderick, Rickard & Chin, 2015). The survey elicited 
student responses on all six domains of the GGS Positive Education model: positive 
emotions, positive relationships, positive purpose, positive engagement, positive 
accomplishment, and positive health. For the year 9 students, the experience was 
particularly salutary: they reported that their ability to savour the moment; keep things in 
perspective; relax; use their resilience in real-time; and refrain from taking negative 
feelings out on others was enhanced and, as a result, they felt better about themselves and 
life. However, while Year 10 students continued to find the skills useful, they remained 
largely at the level of the previous year, with little improvement, while year 11 students’ 
ability to maintain the skills declined. The same authors undertook a further evaluation 
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(Phase 2) in 2014, with the results published the following year (Vella-Broderick, 
Rickard, Hattie, Cross & Chin, 2015). They found that students in all participatory years 
reported a good level of satisfaction with the program, although older students were more 
likely to critique its delivery. In particular, students noted the benefits of relatable 
examples and relevant activities and stressed the importance they placed on being able to 
contribute content, and on teachers’ authenticity and ability to communicate, along with 
their use of practical and relevant examples. The evaluators found that the inclusion of 
Positive Health was particularly appreciated and commented that feeling energized 
appears to be an important component of wellbeing for young people. Students also 
reported particular improvements in their ability to function and their feelings of well- 
being, and in sustaining attitudes of hope and meaning. Ratings on relationships were 
maintained for GGS Positive Education Program (PEP) students compared with 
significant decreases for control participants. However, the researchers found that 
students who experienced anxiety and depression did not significantly improve as a result 
of their participation in the program. They concluded that, while PEP might help to 
minimise the worsening of these feelings, “it did not appear to inoculate students against 
these adversities” (Vella-Broderick et al., 2015, p. 28). 
 
While Geelong Grammar School’s experience speaks to the contribution positive 
education can make to aspects of student wellbeing, it also has extensive resources and so 
it has been able to embed its positive education program in both its curricular and extra- 
curricular activities. It has also been able to engage its main stakeholders in the 
implementation of the project – notably, by holding a residential training day for parents 
so that they understand what the school is attempting to achieve. Curricular change of the 
sort described above needs not only multi-dimensional attitudinal reforms but also the 
financial and environmental resources to give them substance. 
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2.5 Critics of Positive Psychology 
 
Both positive psychology and its positive education program have their critics. Lazarus 
(2003) suggests that, in relation to positive psychology itself, there are questions about the 
methodology its theorists use, whether its conclusions are sufficiently rigorous and 
whether or not it is simply a fad rather than a scientifically based discipline. Kristjansson 
(2012) points out that his search of more than 200 refereed articles published in the last 
decade in educational journals failed to find any reference to the term ‘positive 
psychology’, although its theorists, Seligman, Csikszentmihalyi and Fredrickson were 
cited from time to time in relation to specific findings or claims made. He argues that it is 
time this approach was robustly critiqued. 
 
More generally, perhaps the most serious critiques are related to its educational 
applications, and come from those parents and educators who see the promotion of 
wellbeing and character as an important, if not central, aspect of schooling (Cohen, 2006) 
but are worried about the content of school-based wellbeing initiatives. Many parents are 
concerned that such programs will teach values that are determined by educators or 
politicians and bear little resemblance to the values they themselves think most important 
(Arthur, 2000 cited in Seligman, 2009, p. 295). Parental reluctance to see such a program 
implemented in schools would pose a real problem for its successful implementation. 
 
There is also concern at the lack of empirical evidence demonstrating the efficacy of 
positive education programs (Spence & Shortt, 2007), and this is a view shared by the 
evaluators of the GGS program, although the latter are endeavouring to remedy the 
situation (Vella-Broderick et al., 2015). Amongst politicians and some educators, there is 
the view that the “programs will waste money or (worse) lower students’ achievement by 
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diverting time and money away from academic subjects” (Benninga et al., 2006; 
Financial Times, 2007 cited in Seligman, 2009, p. 295).  Seligman et al. (2009) reject 
these criticisms, arguing that their research shows that positive education will: 1) promote 
skills and strengths that are valued by most, and perhaps all, parents; 2) produce 
measurable improvements in students’ well-being and behaviour; and 3) facilitate student 
engagement in learning and achievement (p. 295). Certainly, in recent years, despite the 
criticisms, positive psychology and its educational applications are gaining considerable 
traction as an educational alternative in an increasing number of Australian schools 
nation-wide. 
 
2.5.1 Research Studies on Perseverance and Associated Strengths 
 
In a further refinement of their approach, Seligman and Peterson (2004) developed the 
Values in Action Framework (VIA), which creates, among other things, a common 
language for understanding and discussing the qualities most valued across cultures. Their 
research in this field concluded that six virtues – wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, 
temperance and transcendence – with subsets of twenty-four character strengths crossed 
cultures regardless of religion, race, economic status and political perspective (2004) – a 
conclusion which suggests the Positive Psychology approach is globally applicable. The 
researchers put perseverance under the virtue category of Courage, a collection of 
strengths that deals with overcoming fear. These strengths can be manifested either 
inwardly or outwardly as they are composed of cognitions, emotions, motivations and 
decisions. The positive psychology perspective defines perseverance/persistence as the 
voluntary continuation of a goal-directed action despite the presence of challenges, 
difficulties and discouragement. It is expressed not only as an attitude or belief but also 
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through behaviour. Thus, it is not only a mode of thought; it requires both effort for a task 
and duration to sustain it. 
 
In many ways, the ability to persevere is the one aspect of student wellbeing that has the 
most obvious and visible relationship to academic success. Most students who persevere 
eventually complete the task and get a result for their efforts. Often, those results are 
commendable, with Suldo et al., (2010) identifying that students who exhibited 
perseverance along with other characteristics of wellbeing achieved the highest grades 
and the lowest rates of school absences. Howell (2009), in his research, divided his 
college student subjects into three groups – those who were flourishing, those who were 
moderately healthy and those who were languishing – and found significant differences in 
their achievement. The students with the highest grades were those who showed greater 
self-control, more confidence in their ability, perseverance and punctuality in work 
completion, and a high degree of enthusiasm towards their study – all of these interacting 
with each other to produce the high results. Lounsbury, Fisher, Levy & Welsh, (2009) 
support this, adding social competence and well-being to the character strengths of 
successful students. Duckworth and Seligman (2005) found that one of the most 
important measures of academic success, and one which out-predicted I.Q., was self- 
discipline. These researchers report that self-discipline “also predicted which students 
would improve their grades over the course of the school year, which I.Q. did not” 
(Duckworth & Seligman, 2005, p. 942). 
 
Very similar to perseverance in definition, ‘self-discipline’ is an individual’s ability to 
delay gratification in the service of a higher goal (Duckworth & Seligman, 2006). In 
America, at the university level, Wolfe and Johnson (1995) reported that self-discipline 
was the only one of 32 character traits that predicted college students’ grade point average 
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more accurately than did their SAT scores, which are their final result scores. Likewise, 
Hogan and Weiss’s (1974) study of undergraduates inducted into the Phi Beta Kappa 
honours society revealed that self-discipline was the primary character strength 
distinguishing these inductees from non-honours students of equivalent intellectual ability 
(cited in Seider, Novick & Gomez, 2013). 
 
Duckworth (2006) further defines self-discipline as the “ability to suppress pre-potent 
responses in the service of a higher goal” adding that “such a choice is not automatic but 
rather requires conscious effort” (p. 199). Such “effortful control” or “the ability to inhibit 
a dominant response to perform a subdominant response” (Rothbart & Bates, 1998, p. 
137) includes the following behaviours: “paying attention to the teacher rather than day- 
dreaming, controlling one’s anger instead of having a temper tantrum, persisting on long- 
term assignments despite boredom and frustration, and reading the directions before 
beginning a test rather than starting impulsively” (cited in Zimmerman and Kitsantas, 
2014, p. 146). Zimmerman and Kitsantas (2014) point out that a key property of self- 
discipline in these examples is an emphasis on consciously controlling adverse personal 
performance by paying attention to processes. This agrees with the earlier findings of 
Schunk and Schwartz (1993a) who found that students who focused on learning processes 
(mastery goals) surpass the attainment of those who focus on performance outcomes. 
2.6 Attributes which contribute to the practice of perseverance 
 
A thorough review of the literature identifies a number of personal attributes which 
contribute to students’ development and acquisition of perseverance. These can be 
categorised into distinct themes and are as follows: a student’s attitudes to learning; 
relevance, interest and rewards; enthusiasm and passion; self-regulation and self- 
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discipline; grit; empowerment and self-efficacy; personal growth; optimism; self-concept; 
self-esteem; and timely intervention. 
 
A student’s attitudes to learning: Where the student stands in relation to the learning 
process is fundamentally important to its success. From this viewpoint, Barseglain (2013) 
identifies three aspects of mind which influence effective learning: firstly, the academic 
mindset itself: how students frame themselves as learners, how they perceive their 
learning environment, and how they relate to it; secondly, effortful control: recognising 
that ability and competence grow with effort, and being able to persist with tasks that are 
important for long-term goals but in the short term do not feel desirable or intrinsically 
motivating; thirdly, having the willpower needed to regulate their attention during such 
tasks and in the face of distractions. While this last aspect can seem austere and ‘no fun’, 
students stronger in these skills as a whole are happier and better able to handle stress and 
study successfully (Pauneskul, Walton, Romero, Smith, Yeager & Dweck, 2015). 
 
Relevance, interest and rewards: A number of researchers suggest that two of the most 
pertinent student motivators in learning are the relevance of a topic and the student’s 
interest in it (Hidi & Renniger, 2006; McDaniel, Waddill, Finstad & Bourg, 2000). As 
Barron and Harackiewicz (2001) point out, learners are more likely to devote time and 
attention to a task if they are interested in it. Research shows learning is likely to be more 
meaningful, and students’ ability to apply and link it to life more adept (Pintrich & 
Schrauben, 1992; Schraw, Flowerday & Lehman, 2001). Their academic achievement is 
higher and they are more likely to remember the subject matter over time (Garner, Brown, 
Sanders & Menke, 1992). 
 
The challenge for teachers is to help students carry the situational engagement required 
by, for example, curriculum content over into their personal attachments. One of the ways 
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this could be achieved is through pedagogical practice itself. Eistenberger and Masterson 
(1983) found that when teachers emphasized mastery goals and gave students 
opportunities to practise tasks, they were less likely to cheat and more likely to persist. 
Combining intrinsic rewards within interesting activities with external rewards 
(particularly those that provided feedback) was also effective in maintaining individuals’ 
engagement with the complex and often difficult facets of learning (Hidi & Harackiewicz, 
2000). 
 
Enthusiasm: As well as students’ specific interest in a topic, a more generally 
enthusiastic, passionate or curious approach to life can also make a significant 
contribution to their ability to learn and pursue their goals. Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi’s 
(2003) study of two groups of adolescents demonstrated a clear difference between 
people who experienced interest in everyday life compared to those who were bored. The 
groups were compared according to locus of control, global self-esteem, and emotions 
regarding their future prospects. Interested students viewed themselves as effective agents 
in their world. Their outlook was positive and they were enthusiastic and confident about 
their futures, bringing these qualities to whatever tasks they faced. In a more recent study, 
Aduhamdeh and Csikszentmihaly (2012) suggest that interested students are particularly 
motivated by challenges – either those which arise from the motivational contexts of the 
activities undertaken (intrinsic motivations) or from the nature of the activities themselves 
and their expected outcomes (extrinsic motivation). These authors also found that 
although extrinsically motivated challenges are powerful, perseverance as a habit has a 
greater chance of being acquired by students when they are stimulated by intrinsic 
motivations such as enjoyment. 
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Self-regulation and self-discipline: In recent research designed to evaluate the impact of 
self-regulation and self-discipline on learning processes, Zimmerman and Kitsantas 
(2014) found that motivational beliefs that were embedded within cycles of self- 
regulation, such as self-efficacy beliefs and goal orientations, preceded students’ attempts 
to learn, whereas self-evaluations and attributions followed those attempts (Zimmerman, 
2011). For instance, students’ perceptions of efficacy regarding their use of learned 
strategies predicted an array of motivational choices, such as task choice (Bandura & 
Schunk, 1981; Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 1997) and persistence (Schunk, 1984; 
Zimmerman & Ringle, 1981). In a separate study, Schunk et al., (2012) conducted 
extensive training research and found statistically significant correlations between 
perceived efficacy, empowering attributions, and self-regulated performance in diverse 
areas of academic functioning, such as math problem solving, writing and reading 
(Schunk, 1984; Schunk & Gunn, 1986; Schunk & Rice, 1989). 
 
Grit: People who exhibit the character strength of ‘grit’ also demonstrated a positive 
relationship with perseverance, particularly when the ‘going got tough’. In three studies 
by Lucas, Gratch, Cheng and Marsella (2015), it was found that regardless of low or high 
grit, participants had no problem completing tasks when things were going well. 
However, as the tasks became more challenging, the grittier participants not only 
increased their efforts, but stayed longer with it. The researchers concluded that a 
combination of positive emotions, an expectation of success and sheer determination 
overcame their fear of failure and motivated them to persevere. In other studies, it was 
found that even though grittier people may be slower to complete tasks, they surpassed 
people with less grit in education and employment outcomes (Duckworth et al., 2007; 
Eskeis-Winkler et al., 2014; Robertson-Kraft & Duckworth, 2014). 
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Empowerment and self-efficacy: People persist longer when they feel personally 
responsible for choosing a task, while the task itself takes on greater relevance. This is 
consistently reported by Schunk, (1984),  Schunk and Gunn (1986) and Schunk and Rice 
(1989),  whose research found that people who chose to perform a particular task 
persisted longer at it than those who were simply assigned to perform it. Zimmerman and 
Kitsantas (2014) reported that when students lost their sense of agency or control, they 
experienced learning difficulties such as hyperactivity, withdrawal, and the need for 
immediate gratification and anxiety. To overcome these obstacles, students needed to be 
able to exert some control over their personal environments as well as their performance 
in order to maintain their intentions and gain their learning goals (Gollwitzer & 
Brandstatter, 1990). This included being able as far as possible to choose the sorts of 
tasks they pursued. 
 
Johnson and Howard (2006) suggest there is a strong relationship between young 
people’s academic performance and persistence, and their self-efficacy, their sense of 
empowerment, and their belief in their capacity to ‘take control’ of events and influence 
outcomes. Multon, Brown and Lent (1991), in their meta-analysis of 39 studies to 
measure self- efficacy, academic performance and persistence, found that self-efficacy 
was a crucial factor in their subjects’ choice of behaviour, effort expenditure and 
persistence when faced with an obstacle (p. 30). 
 
Personal growth: The motivation to persevere is also bound up with the individual’s 
belief in his or her own ability to grow. “ Changing students’ mindsets about intelligence 
can change the way they deal with challenges and setbacks in their school environment, 
making them more tenacious learners and higher achievers” (Dweck, Walton & Cohen, 
2014, p. 17). Dweck (2014) and colleagues’ research demonstrates that people who were 
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encouraged to believe that mental exertion was unlimited were better able to continue on 
a task that was difficult. A growth mindset can help young people persevere with a 
challenging task, and in the process, develop their capabilities. 
 
Optimism: Peterson and Seligman (1984) and Peterson, Maier, and Seligman (1993) 
have also found that a student’s level of optimism has an important relationship with the 
willingness to persist. Thinking bad things are going to happen no matter what you do 
(the learned helplessness response) is not likely to lead to greater persistence, whereas 
expecting positive outcomes can increase motivation and perseverance. Optimism in this 
context is not simply ‘hope’. It is more to do with having an internal locus of control and 
a belief that one’s ‘self’ can have a successful outcome (Carver, Blaney & Scheier, 1979; 
Weiss & Sherman, 1973). 
 
Self-concept: There also seems to be a close relationship between an individual’s level 
of optimism and her self-concept. “Self-concept” has been defined as self-perceptions 
drawn largely from the individual’s interactions with the environment and other people 
(Bodkin-Andrews et al., 2013). It is an important construct “that is useful for predicting 
and explaining how an individual may act, in that the positive or negative self- 
evaluations are a critical motivating source behind the behaviour of an individual in any 
given situation” (Bodkin-Andrew et al., 2010a, p. 25). Achieving a positive sense of 
identity is an important prerequisite for developing resilience (Brooker &Woodhead, 
2008), as is creating a sense of belonging and connectedness. 
 
Self-esteem: The individual’s self-esteem (the overall value she places upon herself as a 
person) has a more ambiguous relationship with perseverance. In general, researchers 
have found that people with high self-esteem persist longer when tackling a difficult task 
than do those with low self-esteem (Tafardoi &Vu, 1997; Chrauger & Sorman, 1977). 
40 
 
 
 
However, Di Paula and Campbell (2002) found that many people with high self-esteem 
only persisted longer than those with low self-esteem when there was no alternative goal 
available. This may well be bound up with a fear of failure and the loss of self-esteem that 
comes with humiliation or embarrassment, particularly when the task is easy. Miller and 
Hom (1990) found that people persisted longer at solving problems when they were told 
the problems were particularly difficult, even after initial failure. 
 
Consideration of others’ opinion is certainly an important factor for individuals when they 
are faced with the choice to persist or not. Janoff-Bulman and Brickman (1982) found that 
when an individual was observed during a task, they were more likely to persevere if their 
initial outcome was successful but not when it failed. The success encourages people to 
believe the observer will look on them favourably, and so they persist longer. In contrast, 
failure makes them believe the observer will be negative towards them. They are then 
reluctant to persist, especially if they believe they will fail again. 
 
Timely intervention: A number of researchers suggest that timely psychological 
interventions in the beliefs, attitudes, dispositions, values, and self-perceptions that 
constitute academic mindsets can have a profound effect on academic performance and 
achievement (Pauneskul, Walton, Romero, Smith, Yeager & Dweck, 2015). However, 
Pauneskul et al., (2015) found that for these interventions to be successful, students 
needed to have access to suitable resources and learning opportunities in the academic 
environment. Without these, or without a willingness on the part of students to use them, 
such interventions had little point. These researchers also suggest that the study of 
mindset interventions with a larger and more representative group of adolescents would 
identify the settings in which students’ beliefs serve as barriers to achievement. In such 
settings, mindset interventions may be essential, but in other settings the interventions 
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may have less impact, be redundant with messages already present, or be made when 
the opportunities for challenging learning opportunities are absent. 
2.7 External factors which contribute to the practice of perseverance 
 
The sort of environment in which young people are educated is central to their personal 
growth and academic achievement. The student’s sense of connection to the school she 
attends will, among other things, shape her perception and memory of her educational 
experience (Merritt, Wanless, Rimm-Kaufman & Cameron, 2012). School connectedness 
refers to the sense of acceptance, respect, support, and caring that a student experiences 
in the school context (Juvonen, 2007). In terms of the effects of such connectedness, 
Jennings and Greenberg (2009) have reported that children attending schools that 
effectively promote a caring community and positive social relationships score higher on 
state achievement tests than their peers in less cohesive school communities. Likewise, 
McClure, Yonezawa, and Jones (2010) have reported that, in a study of 10,000 high 
school students in 14 different Californian high schools, the students’ sense of school 
connectedness was a significant predictor of their grade point averages and scores on 
state wide English/ Language /Arts assessments. These findings parallel earlier 
scholarship which identified significant relationships between the academic achievement 
of both middle and high school students on state assessments and these students’ reports 
of caring relationships at school (Hanson, Muller, Austin & Lee-Bayha, 2004). Other 
scholars have found students’ school connectedness to be predictive of higher 
educational motivation, classroom engagement, and better attendance (Blum & Libbey, 
2004 cited in Seider, Novick & Gomez, 2013, p. 792). 
While there are broad institutional characteristics which are conducive to the establishing 
of rich student/school relationships, the really crucial element in those relationships 
revolves around teaching and learning. This is nicely summarised in Tomlinson and 
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Jarvis’s (2006) comment that “good teaching is inevitably the fine art of connecting 
content and kids – of doing what it takes to adapt how we teach so that what we teach 
takes hold in the lives and minds of students” (p. 17). Costa and Kallick’s Habits of 
Mind (2008) attempts to grapple with the challenges implicit in this by focusing on how 
students produce knowledge – the process of learning itself. Geoghegan, O’Neill and 
Peterson (2013) recommend that teachers share the metalanguage of learning with 
students, so that both parties are using the same tools and descriptors when they discuss 
motivation, the mastery of skills and concepts and outcomes. The importance of 
language is also emphasized by Lodge (2008) who sees dialogue as the “only form of 
student voice that allows for the presence and participation of young people” (p. 5). Such 
dialogue, in Lodge’s view, produces “changes in understanding that could not have been 
arrived at by participants individually … The skills required for dialogue have to be 
learned by both adults and young people and are best learned by engaging in the 
process” (p. 5). Ideas take shape when we articulate them in conversation with others. 
Valuing what students say and responding reflectively is a particularly important 
component in how teachers communicate with their students, in both class discussions 
and in one-to-one exchanges. 
 
The effective communication described here is complemented by supportive learning 
environments and the provision of differentiated classrooms, which emphasize learning 
needs rather than the ability to learn. Students have an opportunity to work 
independently, and re-join the group once they have mastered the task, concept or skills. 
This allows students to engage in one-to-one consultations with the teacher (teachable 
moments) if difficulties are experienced. The explicit ‘teaching discussion’ uses prior 
learning, ‘past knowledge’, applying Costa and Kallick’s (2008) Habits of Mind 
pedagogies to reinforce what students already know. 
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While schools are key determinants of the individual’s ability to learn and achieve goals, 
so are homes. Those parents and community members who are active and concerned 
about  students’ learning will encourage students to have a sense of ownership of their 
learning, develop an intrinsic drive to excel (Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993) and develop 
‘positive education’ habits (Epstein & Sanders, 1998; Hands, 2005; Waters, 2017).  In a 
2012 Report, the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY) found 
that parental engagement is a crucial element in a child’s education – and may indeed be 
even more important than schools (Emerson, Fear,  Fox,  & Sanders, 2012). The report 
differentiates between parental involvement and parental engagement. Involvement is 
understood as parental attendance at such events as parent-teacher nights and 
volunteering for school activities. Positive engagement, on the other hand, is based on 
certain principles: academic socialization whereby parents encourage the child’s 
independence and autonomous decision-making; parental role construction, when parents 
perceive themselves as important and contributing actors in their children’s education; 
and parenting style, when parents support the child, encouraging conversation and 
exchange with the child, setting limits and rules, while at the same time discussing the 
reasons for these with the child, and acknowledging the child’s autonomy and self-
responsibility ((Emerson, Fear,  Fox,  & Sanders, 2012).). When parental engagement is 
a feature of a child’s educational experience, there are significant benefits, all of which 
indicate the child has acquired strong perseverance skills: higher grade and test scores; 
higher successful completion of classes; lower drop-out rates; higher graduation rates; a 
greater likelihood of continuing to higher education; and a greater sense of personal 
competence and efficacy for learning.  
 
Conversely, a lack of support and attention by parents or guardians, a lack of household 
discipline, and parental disengagement from the academic community directly affect 
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(usually negatively) how students approach education (Shapiro, Ginsberg, & Green, 
2002). In marginalised circumstances (where money is short, life uncertain, and parents 
lack confidence in their ability to contribute) children are often unable to engage in 
academic life and do not actively participate in classroom discussion or activities. The 
inability to develop intrinsic desire and aspiration to work in school and persevere with 
assigned tasks (group work and interactive discussions) diminishes academic 
achievement and carries the possibility of a future tendency towards misbehaviour, 
criminal activity and prematurely leaving school (Alexander, Entwisle & Horsey, 1997; 
Catalano, Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming & Hawkins, 2004). In Australia, the Final Report 
on Parental Engagement in Schooling in Low Socio-economic Status Communities 
argues that if such communities are to be convinced of the benefits of parental 
engagement then greater system-wide support must be put in place that “embeds parent 
and family engagement into education policies, structures and practices across Australia” 
(p.4). The report adds that though resource material to support strategies which help 
accomplish this have been developed, many schools are either not aware of them or do 
not make use of them (Department of Education and Children Services South Australia, 
2011). 
2.8 Summary of the Literature Review: 
 
One of the limitations of the extensive research that is now being done on character 
strengths, habits and positive education is that there are few studies that have actually 
asked students for information about how they (the students) see their strengths in 
relation to their achievements – in the ways suggested by the questions developed for this 
research. In the Australian context, even the evaluations of the GGS program, while 
emphasizing how students feel and the personal resources the program has taught them to 
draw on when facing problems or challenges, have not singled out perseverance as a 
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fundamental habit of response which can sustain the other character strengths they have 
learned. Nevertheless, the positive education approach has opened up a tangible and 
productive alternative to the uneven and sometimes counter-productive provision that 
characterises a number of Australian schools. While ways of creating a more level 
playing field across Australia are beyond the scope of this research, extensive 
investigation into how to make perseverance an embedded quality of pedagogical 
practice in all schools, both state and private, would be an extremely desirable ‘first 
step’.  
 
More broadly, the research as a whole suggests strongly that helping students cultivate 
awareness of their character strengths, both at home and at school, can affirm and 
reinforce the behaviour of successful students, and be an illuminating and motivating 
force for less successful students in their future endeavours. As the research 
demonstrates, students who are aware of their character strengths and consciously focus 
on applying them in the classroom show interest and engagement in learning; enjoyment 
of school, language and arts achievement; and improved social skills, as well as better 
results. The challenge for educators is knowing how to scaffold learning tasks so that all 
the learning processes involved become apparent to the students, including perseverance 
and self-discipline, and they ‘learn how to learn’ strategically as well as cognitively. 
Perseverance, self-discipline and self-regulation become tools and approaches that can be 
carried by the student into a demanding and uncertain world.   
 
The following chapter gives an overview of, and will discuss, qualitative methodology as 
the most suitable epistemological and ontological tool for investigating the students’ 
perception of perseverance. It will also describe the phenomenological, salutogenic and 
Ecological frameworks within which I will explore the data, and the ways in which these 
perspectives help give a multi-layered and broad-based insight into the participants’ lived 
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experiences of perseverance. 
 
I will also briefly describe the participants’ backgrounds; the ethical considerations that 
preceded and accompanied the research; the interviewing process; and some 
considerations relevant to the validity of the research. 
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Chapter 3 - Methodology and Methods 
 
We cannot understand either the collective society or our role as an individual without 
understanding the way each is constructed by the language we choose to describe them 
and this is particularly so when looking at the experiences of students. 
 
(Dawn Darlaston-Jones, 2007, p. 24) 
 
 
 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
The following chapter provides an explanation and justification of the research process 
which led to this thesis. The information in this chapter outlines the theoretical 
perspective for the thesis; the methodological underpinning of the research; justifications 
of the methods of the data collection and the data analysis; a description of the research 
participants; and the ethical considerations for the study. The combination of all these 
factors give value and credibility to the participants’ perceptions of perseverance. 
3.2 Methodologies and Theoretical Perspectives 
 
Asking people how they view their character strengths, and the sorts of qualities and 
strategies they have brought to their experiences over time, is to probe some of the most 
personal aspects of their lives. For this reason, I rejected a mixed methodology. I 
considered that, given the aims of my research and the small number of participants, 
concentrating on a qualitative approach would offer me a substantial degree of 
epistemological flexibility and depth that a quantitative approach, with its emphasis of 
“how often” and “how many” would not. 
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Darlaston-Jones (2007) summarises the epistemological advantage of a qualitative 
approach: “Qualitative methodologies provide the means to seek a deeper 
understanding   and to explore the nuances of experience not available through 
quantification. By utililizing these methodologies, we are able to expand on the ‘what’ 
questions of human existence … to include the ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions” (p. 25).  
 
As with all research, a qualitative methodology requires the researcher to be vigilant in 
ensuring the validity of the knowledge gained. Because I am asking the participants to 
look into their personal histories, I have had to take into account the extent of their ability 
to remember and relate their experiences of perseverance as accurately as possible and to 
communicate these authentically during the interviews. At the same time, I consider the 
advantages to outweigh the problems. The participants were volunteers and the 
interviews were interactive, face-to-face exchanges which pre-supposed a degree of 
mutual trust and honesty, a pre-supposition I consider justified by their responses. 
 
As well as facilitating a multi-faceted and nuanced understanding of the data, a further 
advantage of qualitative research is its subjective ontology, which recognises and values 
the intensely individual nature of human experience. “A subjective ontology assumes 
that our perceptions are what shape reality – facts are culturally and historically located 
and therefore subject to the variable behaviours, attitudes, experiences and 
interpretations – what we call the subjectivity – of the observer and the observed” 
(O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2014, p. 57). It is the participants’ perceptions of what 
constitutes perseverance for them, together with their insights into their lived experience 
of perseverance – their subjectivity – that give substance to the data. 
 
A qualitative approach also offers an opportunity to make the relationship between 
researcher and participants a more equal one. As Creswell (2013) writes, “we conduct 
qualitative research when we want to empower individuals to share their stories, hear 
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their voices, and minimize the power relationships that often exist between a researcher 
and the participants in a study” (p. 48). While not guaranteeing the authenticity of the 
participants’ responses, this process of empowerment tries to ensure that these responses 
are not skewed by a sense of fear or vulnerability. 
 
Finally, my goal, which has always been to attempt to understand perseverance and the 
modes of its acquisition rather than to explain it (O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2014) is 
consistent with the objectives of a qualitative methodology.  I know that my 
interpretations of the data are open to challenge. However, the qualitative method expects 
such discussions, which are vehicles for a deeper and richer exploration of the topic. To 
add further depth to my understanding, I have set my research within the frameworks of 
phenomenology, the salutogenic perspective, and the Ecological Model. 
 
In a phenomenological approach, researchers are seeking out “the meaning things have in 
our experience, notably the significance of objects, events, tools, the flow of time, the 
self, and others, as these things arise and are experienced in our ‘life-world’ (Smith, 
2016). As well as the individual’s conscious experience, researchers also explore how 
others have perceived and interpreted the particular event, situation or process – or, as in 
this case, attribute.  According to Creswell (2013), “Phenomenologists focus on 
describing what all participants have in common as they experience a phenomenon” (p. 
76). The researchers gather ‘deep’ information about respondents’ perceptions “through 
inductive qualitative methods, seeing this as a powerful way to cut through taken-for- 
granted assumptions and so gain insight into people’s motivations and actions”, to get a 
grasp of ‘the essence’, of the ‘very nature’ of the phenomenon being studied (van Manen, 
1990, p. 177). This approach puts me at the very heart of the interpretative process, as I 
move from my own pre-conceptions and assumptions to explore the lived experience of 
the participants, and draw conclusions about their shared understandings (Smith, 2016). 
50 
 
 
 
The salutogenic perspective is based on Antonovsky’s original idea that those concerned 
with individual and community health should focus on people’s resources and capacity to 
create health rather than the pathogens of ill-health, health risks and disease. For 
Antonovsky (1979), health is understood as a continuous problem-solving process 
throughout life, rather than as an outcome; his perspective works on the basis of “what 
creates health, rather than the limitations and causes of disease” (p. 12). It holds the view 
that, for those concerned with how health is ‘created’ by individuals and communities, the 
key question is: “What can be done in this community to strengthen the sense of 
comprehensibility, manageability, and meaningfulness of the persons who constitute it” 
(Antonovsky, 1979, p. 12). 
 
The framework used to guide data collection, analysis and coding of the data is the 
Ecological model (derived from Bronfenbrenner and McLeroy’s Ecological Models). This 
framework is a comprehensive application of the constructivist view that it is our 
relationships with society and others that shape our view of the world. The Ecological 
model has been used as a reference for the VCE Physical Education Curriculum Unit 3 
(2015). As well as drawing on the key concepts of constructivism, the document also 
draws on those of salutogenesis, and stresses a multi-layered model of causality in 
relation to the healthful life. It points out that the individual is at the centre of many 
powerful influences: those arising from close relationships (families, friends); those 
arising from membership of such institutions as schools, sports clubs, and church groups; 
those that reflect geographical and physical environments; and those that emanate from 
policy-makers and decision -makers (bureaucrats and politicians). This perspective 
includes the view that perseverance is a health behaviour or a resource that can benefit the 
students in their learning and life. It “acknowledges that it takes a combination of both 
individual level and environmental/policy level interventions to achieve substantial 
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changes in health behaviours” (Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2014, p. 
2). As it focuses on ‘persistence’ as a desirable characteristic of healthy practice, I used 
its ideas as a reference when I drew up the interview questions designed to elicit the 
participants’ views on their acquisition and application of perseverance skills. 
3.3 Justification and Background for the Ecological Model 
 
Children’s wellbeing - in the broadest holistic sense, which includes their physical health 
 
- is the key to Australia’s future (AIHW, 2009). Over the last decade in particular, there 
have been considerable improvements in most aspects of young people’s wellbeing which 
has likely come from an awareness of, and emphasis on, the development and 
implementation of health promotion programs. From the perspective of public health, 
intervention and prevention strategies are crucial, particularly for the adolescent 
(Manganello, 2007). According to the World Health Organization (2017), adolescence is 
one of the most rapid phases of human development, when there is a great deal of 
exploration and experimentation, and the changes experienced have health consequences 
over the whole life course. As such, it is the ideal time for young people to develop the 
cognitive and social skills that will empower them to make informed decisions regarding 
their health throughout their lives and to gain what is now known as ‘health literacy’ 
(McCuaig et al., 2012). 
 
Health literacy itself is constituted by “the cognitive and social skills which determine the 
motivation and ability of individuals to gain access to, understand and use information in 
ways which promote and maintain good health …. (It) goes beyond a narrow concept of 
health education and individual behavior-oriented communication, and addresses the 
environmental, political and social factors that determine health” (WHO, 2017). Health 
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literacy is considered to be a resource for health, life and empowerment and is now a 
growing agenda within the health sector, as achieving it is now seen to be one of the most 
important approaches to improving population health (Jordan, Buchbinder & Osborne, 
2010). Researchers in the health promotion field have concluded that teachers, with their 
specific knowledge of the students and the learning context, are particularly influential as 
role models as well as being able to select the community resources that are most relevant 
to students’ needs (Ballard et al., 1994). More recently, health educators have argued that 
classroom teachers can impart health literacy through their pedagogies as well: through 
student-centred teaching; responding to students’ specific needs; and creating the caring 
relationships that underpin school connectedness which, as the literature review has 
shown, enhances students’ wellbeing and learning (Australian Catholic University, 
(ACU), 2008; Dobia & O’Rouke, 2011). Such a classroom might seem to be the ideal 
setting for developing health literacy and consequently promoting health. However, in an 
ideal world, health literacy would be embedded in all areas of education, not just in health 
education. 
 
For exponents of salutogenesis, health literacy is seen as one of many resources people 
can draw on to create health over their lifetimes. These ‘resources for life’, otherwise 
known as ‘general resistance resources’ promote the health and wellbeing of an 
individual and are effective in combating life’s stressors (Lindstrom & Eriksson, 2011). 
The perspective emphasizes that one of the main benefits of health literacy is that 
individuals are able to make informed decisions to exert control over life events 
(Nutbeam, 2000; Shohet & Renaud, 2006). 
 
The idea of agency is also embedded in Antonovsky’s explication of his theory of 
salutogenesis. The central or pivotal resource here is what Antonovsky (1996) calls a 
Sense of Coherence (SOC). A sense of coherence is “a generalised orientation toward the 
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world which perceives it, on a continuum, as comprehensible, manageable and 
meaningful” (p. 15). Comprehensibility is a cognitive response determining how the 
individual orders, structures and clarifies the information available; meaningfulness 
comprises a motivational response referring to how far a person feels life makes sense 
emotionally, and is willing to commit to or engage with its problems and demands; and 
manageability is a behavioural response which includes whether the individual recognises 
the resources available to her and is able to make use of them (Lindstrom & Eriksson, 
2006). According to Antonovsky, (1996) when faced with a stressor, “a person with a 
strong SOC will 
 
• Believe that the challenge is understood (comprehensibility) 
 
• Wish to, be motivated to, cope (meaningfulness ); and 
 
• Believe that the resources to cope are available (manageability)” (p.15). 
 
As cited by McCuaig (2013), Antonovsky used the metaphor of a river to illustrate his 
vision of what constituted health and wellbeing. In this view, nobody is actually on the 
shore: “we are all, always, in the dangerous river which represents life. The twin 
questions are: How dangerous is our river? How well can we swim?” (Antonovsky, 1996, 
p. 14). Accordingly, health should always be attended to as a dynamic, ever-present 
relation between the swimmer and the water, for it is from the river that the individual 
develops ‘resources for life’. This metaphor demonstrates that overcoming the challenges, 
dangers and stressors of the river of life depends on the ability of the swimmer to 
recognise, gain, use and reuse these health resources in a health-promoting way 
(Lindstrom & Eriksson, 2010). Learning to persevere is a pivotal resource for life as it 
enables the individual both to persist with a problem, and to problem-solve, as she 
pursues her particular goals in life. 
 
As the salutogenic approach within the literature has demonstrated, many illness- 
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prevention researchers have discovered that there are human strengths that act as buffers 
against mental illness and these buffers include both courage and perseverance. Although 
there are different perspectives and understandings of the value of character strengths in 
people’s lives, most researchers ultimately align in their belief that being positive and 
working on habits and strengths make a powerful contribution to health as well as to 
academic and life success. The relevance and practicality of the salutogenic approach has 
also been noted by the European Community Health Promotion Indicator Development 
Model (EUHPID). The model, as depicted in Figure 3.1, is built around the physical, 
mental and social health of individuals and the interaction of individual and 
environmental health determinants (the ecological approach). In this model, health is 
represented as an ongoing process being produced and reproduced through a given 
ecological environment (Bauer, Davies & Peliken, 2006, p. 155). 
 
 
Figure 3.1. EUPHID Health Development Model: public health intervention 
approaches (Bauer, Davies & Peliken, 2006, p. 155). 
 
For educators, the status of people’s health, at any moment in time, is considered to be 
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a predictor of their future health. The World Health Organisation (WHO, 1948) 
identifies the mental, physical and social aspects of health as three interdependent, 
though qualitatively different, dimensions. The EUPHID model allows for the 
individual’s determinants of health to be measured and examined, not only in one 
dimension or in isolation, but through an ongoing multi-dimensional lens using relevant 
ecological environmental determinants: the social (social networks and cultural 
diversity); the ecological (schools and workplaces); and the economic (the dimensions 
of sustainability) (Hardi & Zdan, 1997). One of the main advantages of the ecological 
framework for this study is that it subscribes to the view that situations can change or 
be changed, and that the multi-dimensional approach enhances this possibility. 
3.4 The role of the ecological approach in developing persistence 
 
According to Solomon (2015), the evidence that environmental factors have a powerful 
influence on learning and decision-making is compelling. For this reason, he believes that 
teachers in schools need to create a ‘climate’ that will foster students’ motivation to learn, 
and enhance and reinforce their engagement in the process and in curriculum content. 
Such motivation involves the students’ energizing, directing and regulating their goal- 
directed behaviour over time (Roberts, 2001). 
 
Students’ engagement in their learning is explained through Eccle’s (2005) expectancy 
value model, which puts forward four criteria against which behaviour can be valued. 
This model demonstrates that students who are engaged in their learning will usually 
display positive expectations concerning the following: its intrinsic value (how much 
interest/enjoyment/satisfaction is derived from it); its attainment value (how important it 
is to do well); its utility value (how useful it is); and its perceived cost (how beneficial it 
is in relation to the investment required). Solomon (2015) adds to the model by 
suggesting that to value an activity or behaviour, the student needs to believe that if she 
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works hard, she will be rewarded by the successful completion of the task or the 
successful reaching of the goal – in other words, by her ability to succeed. Such success 
is much more nuanced than simply winning. Solomon (2015) also makes the salient 
point that “a focus on mastering tasks and personal development improvement rather 
than out- performing others” (p. 336) makes it easier for all students to experience a 
level of success that reinforces their efforts and helps them persevere. 
 
Learning and teaching are complex processes. As Rink (2013) points out, they involve 
much more than a linear approach based on the assumption that providing knowledge or 
one-off discussion sessions can produce the desired outcome as long as the student 
perseveres with the task. Knowledge alone does not automatically transpose into action: a 
student can be provided with information about perseverance and be given strategies to 
set goals and write down processes for achieving their goals but without a multi-layered 
approach by the teacher, behaviour will, in all likelihood, remain the same, and many 
students will simply give up on the hard work and effort required to persevere. For this 
reason, teachers need to approach the development of character strengths such as 
perseverance in a multi-faceted way (Park & Peterson, 2009). They need to recognise that 
individuals bring prior knowledge and beliefs with them into educational settings, and 
have their own lens or perspective through which to interpret or bring meaning to a 
situation. These prior skills, and knowledge, have to be taken into account and built upon 
when constructing the environment in which students learn. For this to take place 
effectively, teachers must have considerable knowledge of their students, and of the 
communities of which they are a part. 
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3.5 The Ecological Model for Health Promotion 
 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) foundational ecological approach offers a firm direction for this 
educational endeavour. Bronfenbrenner (1979) argues that behaviour change such as 
developing perseverance can be fostered through targeting those environmental factors 
that are likely to contribute to an individual’s actions and decisions. This approach to a 
healthful life has the added advantage that, by including a broad range of contributory 
factors in its considerations (amongst them the psychological and social dimensions of 
development and health), it avoids ‘accusing the person’, and thus is in contrast to the 
Health Belief Model ‘medical’ approach. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) research shows how 
extremely influential parents, family, community and other social structures are in a 
child’s development, and his approach has been taken up by McLeroy, Bibeau, Steckler 
and Glanz (1988) in their Ecological Model for Health Promotion which considers the 
influence of an interlocking range of levels over behaviour patterns.  The Ecological 
Model was adapted and used as a framework for collecting, organising and analysing data 
in this study as it enhances a holistic content analysis (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & 
Zilber, 1998). The model’s capacity to enable the consideration of influences of 
behaviour patterns on various levels (intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, 
community and policy) provides a broad perspective when analysing the data. McLeroy et 
al., (1988) define these levels of influence as: 
 
Intrapersonal factors – which take into account personal characteristics, such 
things as knowledge, attitudes, behaviour, self-concept, levels of self-esteem, and 
beliefs about personal competence, relatedness and autonomy and so on. It 
includes the developmental history of the individual.
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Interpersonal factors – which take into account the variety of relationships 
present in formal and informal social networks that have an impact on an 
individual’s socialisation, including the development of character strengths. These 
include relationships with significant others such as teachers, parents, sports 
coaches, siblings, extended family members (grandparents, cousins) and family 
friends and acquaintances. Significant others figure prominently in the 
development of the individual and are important for the development of good 
character (Bandura, 1977; Berkowitz & Bier, 2004). 
Institutional factors – schools, government organisations and churches are 
examples of social institutions that influence a person’s development and 
perception of perseverance. These institutions are influential both through their 
own structures and through their support (or otherwise) of the student and of the 
significant people in her life. 
Community – It is understood that, as McLeroy et al. (1988) point out, 
‘community’ can be a problematic concept, but for our purposes here, it will be 
understood in its widest sense - as the condition of sharing or having certain 
attitudes or interests in common, an example of which is a sporting club. 
Public policies relating to education – In Australia, all aspects of education – 
teacher training, curriculum development, school construction, organisation, 
funding and delivery– are affected and shaped by local, state and national 
governments. Of particular importance in the classroom is the curriculum itself 
and how it shapes students’ engagement in the learning process and the 
development of life skills. 
 
Its focus on the many contexts of the student’s experience means that the Ecological 
model offers the researcher a range of benefits. It is flexible and aligns well with this 
study as it allows for a broad-based approach to interpreting and making sense of how 
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university students perceive perseverance; how they understand it; and what factors 
contributed to their development of it. The model recognises that people are active 
participants in their environments and bring to the educational setting dispositions 
formed by socialisation, knowledge and family influences, along with preconceived 
notions of what is important and appropriate to their desires and aspirations. The 
model allows the researcher to identify a range of relevant factors in a young person’s 
acquisition of perseverance, which means that the researcher can draw connections 
between family/home, schools, community and so on. It also allows the researcher to 
recognise that the dispositions students bring to schools and universities are nurtured 
by situational factors created by teachers and influenced by peers and their subjective 
warrant; what Solomon (2015) calls “the interaction of dispositional and situational 
factors”(p. 333). 
Finally, the model is also advantageous in guiding researchers in data collection and in 
providing a wider-angled lens, taking into account the whole setting (Curtner-Smith, 
2002). 
 
In summary, I believe that applying the key ideas of these two theoretical frameworks - 
the Ecological Model and the salutogenic perspective - within a constructivist paradigm 
has allowed the participants to explain how, and to what extent, their intrapersonal 
resources and their experiences in the family, the community, and the school (their 
interpersonal and institutional resources) have contributed to their acquisition of the range 
of character strengths. I also deem that the data will help in evaluating the relative 
importance of these factors in the participants’ development of perseverance skills. 
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3.6 Participants 
 
As the study aims to determine the factors that have an impact on perseverance, I 
considered it essential to include individuals who have experienced academic success. 
This decision was underpinned by my belief that academic success requires persistence, 
a belief based on the research (Duckworth &Seligman, 2005), on my own educational 
experiences and on my twenty years teaching in secondary and tertiary institutions. 
Therefore higher teacher education students who were deemed to be academically 
successful were studied as it was considered that they are successful and competent 
learners, having reached an advanced stage of tertiary education – for some, a Masters 
of Teaching Degree and for others, the final year of a Bachelor of Education.   
I also used a ‘convenience sampling’ approach to the selection of participants. 
Convenience sampling is non-random sampling based on the availability of persons who 
are interested in the study. Although it can be biased because of this, it is often used in 
educational research when a group or school is to be studied and is particularly suited to 
research undertaken in smaller regional institutions. Although the interviewees were 
students in the Education Faculty, none of them were students in the course I teach, and 
I had no previous knowledge of or relationship with any of them.  I visited their lecture 
theatres with the permission of their lecturers, explained the nature of the research, and 
asked for volunteers. Nine of the students present expressed interest and were accepted 
on an individual and confidential basis. I have no knowledge as to whether these 
students knew each other or told others of their involvement. Neither did I consider this 
a source of concern: firstly, a similarity of response to the interview questions would 
have been immediately apparent and secondly, the participants were volunteers and 
prospective teachers for whom an authentic exploration of the subject matter – how they 
understood perseverance and how to assist students to acquire it - would be particularly 
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relevant in the future.  Indeed, I hoped that the participants would take some time to 
reflect upon, and try to evaluate, the role that perseverance played in their learning 
before the interview actually took place. With this in mind, I gave them the interview 
questions a short period before the interview commenced. 
The interviews were held at Federation University, Ballarat campus.  Each participant 
was interviewed separately, and the length of interview varied according to how long it 
took the participant to respond to the interview questions.  During the interviews, 
participants were invited to describe their learning experiences and their perceptions of 
the impact of perseverance on their learning, life and academic success. 
In the following section, I will briefly describe the participants, using pseudonyms to   
ensure their anonymity. 
 
Anna is a female, who attended a rural, government coeducational college. Anna 
completed year 12 and returned to study in her thirties. Anna is married with one child 
and has a mum, dad and step mum and an older brother. Anna played many sports 
through her teenage years. She has held multiple jobs and is studying to become a 
Secondary Science teacher.  
Lindy is a female, who attended both a state and Catholic secondary college in a rural 
community. Lindy completed year 12 and enrolled in her teacher education course 
after several years break from education. Her family consists of a mum and dad and 
brother and sister. She played various sports growing up and loves to dance. She has a 
partner and one child. Lindy has already held multiple jobs. 
 
Johanna is a female, who attended a Catholic primary school and a government secondary 
school. She completed year 12 and went directly to university. Her family consists of a 
mum, dad, brother and sister. Her hobbies are reading and writing. She is single with no 
children. She has held a couple of jobs and is studying to become a Secondary English 
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teacher. 
 
Simon is a male, who attended a Catholic primary and secondary school. He completed 
year 12 and went directly to university. His family consists of mum and dad and older 
brother. He enjoys reading and writing and has participated in sports all his life. He is 
single with no children. He has held various jobs and is studying to become a Secondary 
English teacher. 
 
Matt is a male, who attended a state school in the city. He did not complete year 12. His 
family consists of divorced parents who have remarried, and he has two step sisters, two 
half-sisters, one full sister, and one full brother. His hobbies are art, cars, hiking and car 
clubs. He has had multiple jobs and is studying to become a Secondary Visual Arts 
teacher after entering university in his mid-twenties. 
 
Kate is a female who attended a catholic secondary school. Her family consists of a mum 
and dad and a sister. She completed year 12. Her hobbies are reading, sport, running and 
keeping fit. She has a part time job and is studying to be a teacher. 
 
Kim is a female who attended a state secondary. Her family consists of a mum and dad 
who are separated and a sister. She completed year 12 and went directly to university. 
Her hobbies are sport, music and reading. She has a part-time job and is studying to 
become a foreign language teacher. 
 
Rose is a female who attended a catholic secondary school. Her family consists of a mum 
and dad who are separated and a sister. She completed year 12. Her hobbies are sport and 
music. She plays an instrument and loves reading. She has a part-time job and is studying 
to become a Secondary Visual Arts teacher. 
 
Jack is a male who attended a state school. His family consists of a mum, dad and a 
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younger brother. He completed year 12. His hobbies are sport, music, playing in a band, 
reading books and playing video games. He has a part-time job and is studying to become 
a teacher. 
3.7 Addressing Ethical Issues in the Study 
 
An ethic is a moral component that informs thought and behaviour. Ethical issues such as 
the use of ethical principles and regulations needed to be observed throughout the study. 
As well, the value of the research needed to outweigh the negatives associated with 
ensuring participants’ confidentiality (Kjellström, Ross & Fridlund, 2010). Prior to 
recruiting participants, I obtained approval to conduct the research from the university 
Human Research Ethics Committee (refer to the ethical approval from on p. ix), with the 
main condition being assurance of participant confidentiality. The absence, on my part, 
of any knowledge or relationship with the students before the research began ensured that 
their involvement was purely voluntary and not influenced by the student/teacher 
relationship. I hoped that such anonymity would encourage participants to respond 
openly and honestly without fear that their academic progress would be penalised. 
Participants were informed through a Plain Language Information Statement (Appendix 
A) that although every foreseeable measure was taken to ensure anonymity, due to the 
small sample size, this could not be guaranteed. 
3.8 Data Collection: Interviews 
 
Interviews are a useful means of collecting qualitative data to explore participants’ lived 
experiences. The phenomenological approach I used within the interviews addressed “the 
meaning things have in our experience, notably, the significance of objects, events ... the 
self, and others, as these things arise and are experienced in our ‘life-world’ (Smith, 
2016). Interviews are also advantageous because they give the researcher control over the 
direction of the interview, “the line of questioning” (Creswell, 2003, p. 185). In this 
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study, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were used to investigate the participants’ lived 
experiences of perseverance. In accordance with Hatch’s (2002) definitions, the 
interviews were “structured in the sense that the researcher is ‘in charge’ of leading the 
interview” (p. 94), but were semi-structured in the sense that, although guiding questions 
were planned, I was “open to following the leads of participants and to probing into 
areas” that arose “during interview interactions” (p. 94). I felt it was important to be able 
to delve further if the opportunity arose and the participants were willing, to gain a deeper 
understanding of the factors shaping their beliefs and values. The semi-structured 
interview schedule is provided in Appendix B. 
The interviews were conducted at Federation University, Ballarat Campus, throughout 
April 2015 and March 2016. They were audio-taped and transcribed and hard copies were 
scanned, password protected and stored in digital files. During the interview the 
participant was informed that he or she could exercise the option not to answer questions. 
 
Using the salutogenic and ecological perspectives regarding the factors that contributed to 
the participants’ perseverance, the interviews were coded and organised, and the codes 
were allocated to ecological categories: interpersonal, intrapersonal, community, 
organisational and policy agencies. Apart from the area of public policy, these agencies 
were discussed at length in the interview. However, participants’ awareness of public 
policy agencies was limited and so this aspect receives little attention in this thesis. 
3.9 Validity 
 
I was particularly cognisant of the importance of methodological validity. Validity, or 
accuracy of research data, is dependent on the ability to measure what was intended 
within the research and gives the research depth and trustworthiness for accuracy and 
believability (Mertler, 2016, p. 209). Characteristics of depth and trustworthiness are 
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described by Gay, Mills and Airasian (2009) as credibility, transferability, dependability 
and confirm-ability. The data also needs to be credible from the participants’ viewpoint. 
Each participant was sent a copy of the transcript and asked to substantiate the record of 
their story (member checking) (Creswell, 1998; 2003). Lincoln and Guba (1985) consider 
anonymity to be “the most critical technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314). In an 
attempt to ensure anonymity, I allocated a pseudonym to each of the participants and 
coded their responses. Although this can never be guaranteed, I wanted to be as sure as 
possible that their responses were true to their memories and reflections, and not what 
they thought I might want to hear or what they thought socially desirable. 
 
Transferability can be enhanced by ensuring the data is analysed thoroughly. Rich, thick 
descriptions allows readers to make decisions regarding transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). The reader can determine if the descriptions can be transferred “because of shared 
characteristics” (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993 p. 32). In this study, I 
endeavoured to ensure the authenticity of the data by having a peer from the university 
review it in relation to the themes in the ecological categories listed above, and ask me 
hard questions about methods, meanings and interpretations  (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
 
Generalisability is often a contentious aspect of qualitative research. In this study, I have 
represented the participants’ understanding and lived experience of perseverance and its 
acquisition with trust and honesty. My intention is to gain insight rather than to explain it 
(Farrelly, 2013). According to Remenyi et al., (1998), a detailed understanding of the 
issues in a particular case can form the basis for better understanding of those issues in 
other similar settings. 
 
The five criteria for trustworthiness described by Maxwell (1996) are that the data should 
contain descriptive, interpretative, theoretical, evaluative and generalizable components 
(Mertler, 2016). While I have met these criteria to the best of my ability, I acknowledge 
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that my perspectives are not value-neutral. As elucidated by Mertens (2003), the 
researcher-self and the person-self become inseparable in qualitative research. 
Undoubtedly, participants’ stories are filtered through a personal lens (Creswell, 2003). 
However, the participants’ insights and my conclusions are sufficiently reflective of other 
research that I believe they can be used to inform and provide insight into the issues in 
response to the research question: in what ways do participants understand perseverance 
and its role in their lives and education? The data provides insight into whether 
perseverance can be defined not only as a character strength, but also as a set of skills and 
processes that can be taught to students; when it is most needed; when its application is 
both appropriate and meaningful; and how perseverance can be nurtured and developed 
along with associated character strengths. 
3.10 Summary of Chapter 
 
In this chapter I have provided an outline and justification of the theoretical perspectives 
and methodology which will guide my analysis. In the next chapter, Chapter Four, I will 
consider the results of the interviews and discuss the data in relation to the Ecological 
Model. I will use the model as a framework to explore the students’ lived experience of 
perseverance and how other people, institutions, and community organisations in the 
students ‘life- world’ have influenced them.  
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Chapter 4 - Results and Discussion 
 
“I don’t divide the world into the weak and the strong, or the successes and the 
failures…I divide the world into learners and non-learners.” 
 
Benjamin Barber, Sociologist 
 
 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
In this chapter, I analyse the participants’ responses to the interview questions, focusing 
on how they perceived and defined perseverance, how they thought they developed this 
character strength, its importance in and impact on their lives, and how important it is to 
them now. The Ecological Model of health promotion is used as a framework to 
contextualise their understandings, and the salutogenic perspective has been applied to the 
themes that have emerged on the basis that it “examines how resources in human life 
support development towards positive health” (Bauer, Davies & Peliken, 2006, p. 156). 
 
The following analysis is organised through McLeroy and colleagues’ (1988) Ecological 
Model, which depicts how the individual’s behaviour is influenced by a number of factors 
or domains: the intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community and public policy. 
These factors are themselves subsets of the psychological, social and environmental 
dimensions that affect health. McLeroy et al.’s (1988) research reinforces the idea that 
subjective, parental and family influences are profoundly influential on a child’s 
development along with the influence of the community and wider social structures. 
McLeroy et al.’s (1988) model is a useful tool for those who want to foster behaviour 
change because it targets factors that are likely to contribute to an individual’s actions, 
decisions and behaviours.  Moreover, in contrast to the Health Belief Model (Rosenstock, 
1974), by emphasizing that behaviour change is influenced by many factors at multiple 
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levels, this framework avoids placing sole responsibility on the individual. 
 
 
Figure 4.1. “Perseverance and the Ecological Model” by Griffiths. K., Ballarat, 
Victoria. Graphic Design by Dwyer & McCarthy. December, 2016 
 
I have coded the common elements within the data into the thematic categories 
used by the Ecological model, according to whether the participants drew on 
their internal or external resources to shape their understanding of perseverance 
and how perseverance was developed. (See Figure 4.1) Much of the 
information gained from the data using this model is either supported by the 
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literature I have reviewed, or expands upon it, in particular by the research into 
the internal attributes associated with perseverance (2.7) and the external 
factors which contribute to the importance and  practice of perseverance (2.8).  
4.2 Intrapersonal 
 
The layer of the Ecological Model that I examined first was ‘the intrapersonal’ and it was 
evident that there were emerging themes within this layer. 
 
The themes within the Intrapersonal layer have been grouped according to the following: 
 
• the participants’ understandings of perseverance; 
 
• perseverance and intrinsic motivations; 
 
• perseverance, growth mindsets, and attitudes; and 
 
• perseverance, and associated character strengths. This last theme has been coded 
into sub-themes (acknowledged by the participants) that are related to 
perseverance, such as the ability to reflect, organisational skills, self-discipline and 
self-esteem and confidence. (Refer to Figure 4.1 – Perseverance and the 
Ecological Model, p. 56) 
4.2.1 Participants’ understandings of Perseverance 
 
How the participants defined or understood perseverance is integral to this study. I 
wanted to consider each participant’s view of perseverance and how he or she would 
define it. In their responses, it was typical of participants to describe perseverance as 
difficult to practise. Few associated it with enjoyment, at least until the end or completion 
of the goal or task. For most participants, it was a test of their character. For instance, 
Jack defined perseverance as a skill to be used in difficult situations: “When something is 
tough or if it’s difficult … that … results in succeeding, eventually, typically over a 
period of time rather than immediately”. (Jack) 
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For Simon, perseverance was needed when confronted with a challenge: As a response to 
a challenge, and ‘pushing through’ is to endure, to overcome obstacles. If you’re faced 
with a challenge you don’t just stand back or give up. You push through it. (Simon). 
Similarly, Matt perceived it as the ability to keep going: Keep on trying in the face of a 
struggle, just keep on pushing through and keep trying when it’s hard (Matt). Kate 
reflected on perseverance as ‘the need for strength in response to a challenge’ (Kate). 
Only Matt mentioned the pursuit of personal happiness as an important element: 
“Perseverance, to me, is reaching my goal to make myself happy” (Matt). Lindy and Kim 
emphasized the relationship between perseverance and goals. Lindy further defined it as 
maintaining focus on a challenge: 
 
Trying to not give up. With everything in life you have challenges, and you’ve just 
got to make sure that you keep focused and don’t let it throw you off where you 
want to go. (Lindy) 
 
Kim described perseverance as synonymous with persistence: “the same thing as 
persistence but keeping going and not giving up until you reach your goal or something 
close to your goal” (Kim). At times throughout the interviews, various participants 
adopted a ‘positive’ or resilient tone to the words associated with perseverance. 
 
One of the aspects of perseverance that these definitions have in common is that it 
encompasses the ability to achieve a goal in difficult and challenging times. Simon’s 
description of perseverance is similar to Duckworth’s (2007) definition of grit:      
 
Working strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest over years 
despite failure, adversity and plateaus in progress. The gritty individual approaches 
achievement as a marathon; his or her advantage is stamina. 
71 
 
 
 
Whereas disappointment or boredom signals to others that it is time to change trajectory 
and cut losses, the gritty individual stays the course (Duckworth, 2007, pp. 1087-1088). 
 
The participants also implied that perseverance entailed a degree of agency, of 
‘managing’ the challenges to arrive at a desired end. Kim and Lindy’s description is 
congruent with Farrington’s (2012) definition of academic perseverance, which is 
described as a tendency to complete assignments in a thorough and timely manner. 
 
Although the participants commonly described perseverance as something that was hard, 
Matt also thought that at times it was necessary in order to find happiness. Matt’s 
definition is consistent with those that equate perseverance with self-control, and with the 
ability to resist the hourly temptations, in order to experience positive life outcomes 
(Duckworth & Gross, 2014). In general the definitions from the participants are similar to 
the definition of perseverance I am drawing on in this work, based on USDEET (2013), as 
“the ability to accomplish long-term or higher-order goals in the face of challenges and 
setbacks, engaging the student’s psychological resources, such as their academic 
mindsets, effortful control, and strategies and tactics” (p. 15). On the basis of the 
interviews, participants consistently viewed perseverance as “continuing in a course of 
action despite obstacles” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, pp.229-230), and their definitions 
have given me an insight into their understanding of perseverance within their lives. 
    4.2.2          Concepts of Perseverance 
To get an idea of what synonyms the participants placed most emphasis on when 
describing perseverance, I created a ‘word splash’. (Refer to Figure 4.2 Tagxedo - 
WordSplash on perseverance from participants) “A word splash is a collection of key 
terms, synonyms and phrases that convey a meaning similar to a particular term” (Lipton 
& Wellman, 1999, cited in Costa & Kallick, 2008 p. 119). During the interviews, all 
participants were asked the question, “When you think of perseverance what words come 
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to your mind?” The participants gave one to three words that they considered to have a 
similar meaning to, or association with, ‘perseverance’, and the ‘word splash’ was 
generated from these responses. The words used in the ‘word splash’ signify the 
participants’ accumulated responses and the bigger the word in the word splash, the more 
frequently it was used by the participants. This collection of words enhances my 
understanding of the participants’ perception of perseverance and its associated strengths. 
Those words which were somehow related to perseverance, but were not synonymous 
with it, are also useful. For instance, Lindy used words such as “confidence, persistence, 
organisation, motivation, dedication, goals, and drive.”  “Confidence, organisation, 
goals” are not synonymous with perseverance, but help us see the character traits and 
skills Lindy considered important when perseverance was practised. Simon described it as 
“confidence, persistence, and organisation”. Anna associated the words “focus, strength, 
capacity building and resilience” with perseverance. Matt described perseverance as 
“obstacles, hard work and a dedication or commitment”. While the participants’ 
definitions do not include the strategies and resources that are used when persevering that 
are contained in the USDEET definition of perseverance above, their responses are 
similar to it as a way of confronting and overcoming challenges. 
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Figure 4.2. Tagxedo – Words Splash on perseverance from participants 
 
4.2.2 Perseverance and Intrinsic Motivation 
 
To be intrinsically or self-motivated was identified by the participants in the study as 
important in their ability to persevere. Self-motivation or the individual’s desire to 
undertake a course of action fits within the intrapersonal layer of the Ecological Model. 
Intrinsically motivated behaviours are ones for which there is no apparent reward except 
the activity itself (Deci, 1975, cited in Cameron & Pierce, 1994). The participants’ 
incentives to pursue their goals varied from one to another and seemed to be determined 
by what each individual valued or thought important. An example comes from Jack, who 
points out that the relevance and the degree of challenge offered by the goal were 
74 
 
 
 
incentives for him to persevere. He explained that, for him, the difficulty of the task and a 
wavering self-belief were important motivations: 
 
There are different motivations for individuals. Perseverance is still something 
that, when it’s something I want, comes quite easily even if my head’s saying, 
my heart’s saying ‘there’s no way you can possibly do that’. Maybe it’s because 
I’m competitive or combative but that almost makes me want to try harder and 
prove myself wrong. (Jack) 
 
According to Jack, the ‘intrinsic reward’ usually arose from the successful completion of 
an activity and could be either tangible or intangible. 
 
Individual success is very important as a motivator but so are expectations, both real and 
perceived (Shunk, Meece & Pintrich, 2012). Intrinsic motivation contributes to the desire 
to complete a task or goal. Some intrinsic motivations have also been categorised as 
interpersonal as extrinsic factors such as family, friends and teachers contributed to the 
participants’ motivations. 
4.2.3 Perseverance – Positive Attitude 
 
A growth mindset or positive attitude was identified by several of the participants in this 
study as an individual attribute that contributed to their perseverance. Kate described 
perseverance as a habit and a state of mind: 
I think you need to be organised, and I think you need to be positive about it and 
be positive about the goal you’re trying to work for and keep on going. Being very 
conscientious, I think, is very much a part of it for me. I’m only thinking of it from 
an academic and then maybe a little bit sporty competitive sort of way, I don’t 
know if it would be different ... It’s only really areas I can see it in my life. (Kate) 
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Kate acknowledged that in order to persevere, she needed to be positive, and also have the 
organisational skills to apply herself to the task. This positive attitude helped her to 
develop a growth mindset. 
 
Participants were also asked to rate their level of persistence, with ten being extremely 
persistent, and one representing no persistence at all. For a number of students, their level 
of perseverance was dependant on whether they had a positive attitude towards the task, 
and this in turn reflected their level of intrinsic motivation. Jack described his level of 
perseverance as being dependant on how he perceived himself and the task he was 
embarking on: 
 
I would say somewhere pretty smack bang in the middle. More so I think the times 
that I have decided to persevere, I’ve been quite successful and it’s been very 
good but I do sometimes lack the emotional and mental motivation to actually 
want to and sometimes I definitely have in the past when things have been tough, 
not necessarily given up but changed the finish line so to speak and just moved it 
so that it wasn’t so tough rather than persevering with the tough thing that would 
have been better. (Jack) 
 
Although Jack’s reasons for changing the boundaries were not obvious, he suggested that 
his desire to succeed was often influenced by his mindset or attitude, and that there were 
times when he manipulated the task in ways that made it easier for him, even though he 
knew it would have been more beneficial to have persisted with the more difficult 
version. Kate was particularly aware of the negative consequences a ‘fixed’ mindset 
would have for perseverance. As she says: 
 
You definitely need to be more positive because if you believe that you can 
change, you’re going to be more likely to persevere whereas if you think, “Well 
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there’s nothing I can do to change”, why would I keep going. I think that would 
probably be the biggest difference, whether you thought you were capable of 
achieving the task. (Kate) 
 
This demonstrated Kate’s awareness of the dangerous effects of negativity in hampering 
perseverance. 
 
Rose also described how a positive attitude, together with a goal to aim for, contributed to 
her perseverance: 
 
It is paramount, very important. If you’re feeling a bit negative and downtrodden, 
the ability to persevere is not in the forefront of your mind so you’ve got to be 
positive. You’ve got to have a goal. (Rose) 
 
Rose elaborated upon this point with the observation that she noticed that when she had 
mentally ‘fallen into a hole’, she did not want to persevere or continue with a task, even 
when she really wanted to finish it: 
 
Well I think I know what I’ve achieved so far and that I’ve needed to persevere to 
get where I am, but I know that my perseverance often lacks. It can lag at points 
and it drops off and I find myself at points where I’m not persevering, I’ve fallen 
into a bit of a hole, but then I can pick myself up again. (Rose) 
Simon agreed that being positive in life contributed to the willingness to persevere at a 
task or goal. 
 
I think it is very important. You’ve got to have a very positive outlook because if 
you’ve got a negative outlook there’s no way you can develop it and it just drags 
you down and everyone around you. (Simon) 
 
For Simon, a positive or negative mood not only affected his desire and inclination to 
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persevere, but was also ‘contagious’ for those around him. 
 
For Anna, a positive attitude was not solely about academic achievement but was also 
associated with surviving the challenging times in her life. She explained that when her 
husband was ill, her capacity for perseverance and her family’s positive attitude 
contributed to his ability to get through all the battles his illness brought with it, and 
recover. 
 
So I think perseverance isn’t just about focusing on a goal, it’s not just about 
focusing on the different paths to get to that goal and it’s not just about you 
finding inner strength or external strength if you believe in God or whatever, 
people also need a  positive mindset. (Anna) 
 
Anna provided an account of how the power of positive thoughts seemed to contribute to 
her husband persevering through his illness. She recalled her husband being encouraged 
to maintain a positive outlook: 
 
Look, you’ve got to focus. What have you got to look forward to? You’ve got your 
little girl who is three years old to focus on, in order for him to get better for her 
and so I have seen the effects of a positive mindset. I saw a lot of people die in that 
period, that were on the same ward with him at the time and I saw them get sick 
and whatever and because of that, I was like, “you’ve just got to be positive, 
you’ve got to think positively, and you’ve got to look ahead”. (Anna) 
 
The interviews overwhelmingly suggested that each of the participants believed that, with 
a mindset of optimism, hard work and commitment, they could achieve their goals. Their 
responses indicated that they thought that being positive had to be practised and 
reinforced in order to become intrinsic, and then to become a habit that could be 
transferred from one situation to another in challenging times. 
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4.2.4 Perseverance and Associated Strengths 
 
The data indicates that there are a number of key strengths associated with the ability to 
persevere. These are the ability to reflect, to organise, to be self-disciplined, and to 
maintain self-esteem, confidence, and self-belief. These sub-themes were developed from 
common elements within the data I analysed. 
4.2.4.1 Ability to Reflect 
 
Self-reflection arises out of critical reflection about our lives, and an examination of our 
beliefs, assumptions, judgements and expectations. It can often help us develop meaning 
and purpose, along with a self-awareness that allows us to grow (Larrivee, 2010) and the 
participants touched on this in their responses. Lindy valued her ability to reflect upon, 
and analyse, what worked or did not work in a situation, and saw this as a key element in 
her willingness to persevere. Her reflections were both ‘on’ her ability to persist, “When 
things aren’t working, that’s what I’ve got to change,” (Lindy) and ‘for’ her ability to 
persist: 
 
It’s also about identifying where you come from, because the worst habits come 
from learning things in the first years of life from your parents or your siblings. 
These things that you don’t like about your parents’ attitude, make sure you’re not 
replicating it. (Lindy) 
 
Anna’s reflection could be described as reflection both ‘in’ and ‘for’ action (Schön, 1983) 
as she used journal-writing to help her persevere with her goals, 
 
For sure I think you need to know what tactics you can use. I’ve got a little 
journal and I hardly ever use it, I wish I did more because I’m quite a good little 
‘journaler’ but I just don’t have time. But with journaling, if I’m in a real slump, I 
79 
 
 
 
need to write my thoughts down because I externalise so I can just jot down my 
thoughts and then come back to them later. I know that that helps me to persevere 
because then I can come back to that six months down the track and I can go 
right, what have I done there. I was talking about this and this, oh yeah I got 
through that and now it is six months down the track. (Anna) 
 
This data reinforces the conclusions by Schön (1983), which “identified ways in which 
people could become aware of their implicit knowledge and learn from their experience” 
(p. 3). In Schön’s (1983) view, reflection can aid learning and is central to identifying the 
factors that contribute to success or failure in specific situations. His research suggests 
that reflection can aid analysis and increase the potential for positive outcomes. The 
participants’ responses reveal that they also recognised, and valued, the role of reflection 
in persevering. 
4.2.4.2 Being Organised 
 
For the participants, one of the key elements in their ability to persevere was their 
capacity for organisation. Kim and Simon explained what this entailed: being organised 
with equipment; doing lists; prioritising tasks and events; and using a checklist to ensure 
all tasks or criteria are met.  Kim says: 
 
‘to do’ a list ... helps break down any anxiety that you might have. You’d be 
like, oh I’ve got all these things I need to do, so if I do a to-do list, it’s set out in 
front of me and I make them smaller goals that are achievable that will slowly 
build to a bigger one rather than just writing a big goal down, because you can 
still get lost and it’s still really terrifying. (Kim) 
 
Kim’s ability to be organised not only helped her identify her goals but also helped 
improve her mental health through her ability to cope and so lessen her anxiety. 
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Simon also explained that being organised was the key to his ability to get the job done, 
 
I need to be very organised. I’m a very active person, I like doing a lot of sports 
and exercise … so I try organising myself so I can do all my sport and work in the 
morning and then I’ve got mainly classes in the morning and the afternoon. I don’t 
really like doing work at night. I like being really organised because some of my 
friends are very lax with their organisation and it sees them doing those all- 
nighters in the computer labs. They’re like, “You haven’t done one of them yet”, 
and I’m like, “I haven’t needed to”. “But you’ve been saying you’ve had all these 
essays, 2000 or 3000 words” and I’m just like, “Yeah”. “How haven’t you done 
an all-nighter though?” I’m like, “Because I plan ahead. As soon as I get it, I 
basically look at it and I say to myself, ‘Okay, I’m already thinking about the 
topic, if it’s an open topic, and then maybe a week or two later I’ll look in the 
library first. I’ll get as many books as I can and then I come back, I look through 
them, I note down all the stuff that’s interesting. Then I look online for the peer 
review stuff and that’s usually really good. Sometimes it’s a bit of a dead end but 
sometimes you get only about a three or four pages that are really good but it 
ended up being enough’”. (Simon) 
 
Simon stated that his ability to be organised helped him complete his tasks, leaving him 
time for other hobbies such as sport and exercise. His organizational ability allowed him 
time to learn, putting him in the learning zone rather than in the panic zone (Senninger, 
2000). Simon was able to acquire skills from the process that ensured he was critical, 
creative and reflective in his learning. 
4.2.4.3 Self Discipline 
 
Another key element in the ability to persevere identified by many of the participants was 
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self-discipline. The ability to go methodically through the process of learning, and apply 
exclusive attention to a task contributed to improved grades, as Kate’s response suggests: 
 
Someone will ask me to do something and I’ll say, “No I can’t, I’ve got to do this 
now”, and dad often comments on it when I’m at home. When I’m studying, I sit in 
my room the whole day, just studying. (Kate) 
 
Kate’s comments on self-discipline have been endorsed by research by Duckworth and 
Seligman (2006): a person’s ability to pay attention, control her temperament, persist with 
boring and frustrating tasks, and take the time to read instructions instead of reacting 
impulsively can improve her academic grades. 
 
Kim was very conscious of self-discipline as a factor in her ability to persevere. She told 
of a time when she was not achieving well at school and then became sick and fell behind 
in her school work. Her lack of self-discipline and organisation then contributed adversely 
to her mental and physical state. Her mother and friends helped her to apply self- 
discipline: 
 
Halfway through last semester I got told by one of my teachers that I was failing 
the class or only just managing to keep up. I was probably stressed about home 
stuff but then I got sick for four weeks over the holidays and then two weeks after 
the term break and fell even more behind in that. It didn’t help that I had been 
told that I wasn’t doing well because I started to stress and freak out even more 
and become really upset. I went back to school and, because I knew that I was 
failing already and my other friends were doing a really good job and I looked up 
to them because they knew what they were doing, and that made me work hard to 
catch up with all my subjects. Then because I’d been sick, I was in the library 
every single day after class or before class, just sitting down doing my work. I did 
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that rather than going home, because there’s all these distractions at home like 
my step dad watching the TV or my TV or books and baths. One of my distractions 
is a bath, I love baths. I’d go and have a bath rather than doing my work. Because 
all those things were at home, I decided I was going to go to the quiet room in the 
library and I’d had my ‘to do’ list’ and I was like, “I have to do this, this and at 
least these ones before I can leave and catch the bus”. So that was really good  
for me. It made me work hard, and I did it, and I caught up and I felt fantastic 
after I’d done my last test and I passed the class. (Kim) 
 
This story portrayed the importance of being organised and applying self-discipline in 
Kim’s life. She employed strategies such as actively paying attention, using ‘to do’ lists 
and persisting with her study at home instead of indulging her love for baths, and these 
contributed to her ability to persevere and achieve her goal. It also contributed to her 
brighter outlook on life. Her perseverance, along with the success that followed, improved 
her mental health. This is consistent with the conclusions of Zimmerman and Kitasantas 
(2014) and Schunk and Schwartz (1993), who argue that self-discipline contributes to 
improved grades through the ability to focus on, to attend to, the process of learning. Self- 
discipline was identified by both Kate and Jack as an important element of perseverance 
that contributed to their academic success. 
4.2.4.4 Self-Esteem / Confidence 
 
The importance of self-esteem, confidence and self-belief to their willingness to persevere 
was also acknowledged by the participants. Moreover, several participants indicated that 
when they knew they could complete a task to a high degree, it gave them confidence to 
take on new challenges. Rose seemed very sure of this relationship: 
 
I think you’ve got to have a belief in yourself, belief in your capabilities and who 
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you are, within yourself and your self-esteem to be able to persevere. I think 
they’re very interlinked. (Rose) 
 
Rose referred to her belief that self-esteem was important a number of times. Later in the 
interview, she said: I link perseverance with having a positive mindset and a self-belief 
and they’re those things that are mirrored in how you feel about yourself and your self- 
esteem. They’re intertwined. (Rose) 
 
Matt also recognised the connection between self-esteem and perseverance, saying: 
 
I think it has huge things to do with perseverance because if you don’t think of 
yourself very highly, why are you going to push yourself through whatever 
obstacles you’ve got to go through? (Matt) 
 
Anna recalled a time when she had the opportunity to be involved in a spelling bee but 
her lack of self-esteem prevented her from taking part: 
 
If you have fairly low self-esteem then you don’t tend to take opportunities that 
are presented to you which other people would take. So if I had more self-esteem 
and more confidence I would have entered the spelling competition. I got told in 
year nine that “you’ve topped the school in the spelling bee and the Herald Sun 
are having some competition and you can go into the Herald Sun and stand up 
and be in the State Comp and you’ll be really good and we think you’ve got a 
good chance of actually winning this competition because you’re really good at 
spelling”. But then they said “You’ve got to stand up in front of people and you’ve 
got to   spell the words out”, which I had no problem with in the classroom in 
front of people I knew, but that for me was just totally overwhelming and I didn’t 
have enough confidence to take that opportunity. So that’s just one I can think of. 
There probably would have been other opportunities like that that I could have 
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taken up which I didn’t do because of my lack of self-esteem. (Anna) 
Anna’s retelling of the story demonstrates that although she had the opportunity to excel, 
and the school wanted her to enter in the competition, her lack of self-belief paralysed her 
and prevented her persevering at competition level. Researchers such as Multon, Brown 
and Lent (1991) found a strong relationship between a subject’s self-efficacy and her 
academic performance and persistence. Anna’s lack of self-belief contributed to her lack 
of capacity to take control of the situation, and is consistent with Johnson and Howard’s 
(2006) research, that suggests that a young person’s self-efficacy, her sense of 
empowerment, the belief that she has the capacity to ‘take control’ of events and 
influence her outcomes, are critical elements of her well-being. 
 
Jack agreed that self-esteem helps with perseverance, 
 
I would say that once you have succeeded in a goal, if you had persevered 
towards that goal, it would definitely provide the bigger boost to self confidence 
and self-esteem than if you didn’t. (Jack) 
 
He also states that a person’s confidence would help with goal setting: 
 
If you know exactly where you are and you are all over it, then it probably 
wouldn’t necessarily help perseverance but it would definitely help your goal 
setting because you have a much clearer view of what you could and couldn’t do 
eventually, I would think. (Jack) 
 
While Jack does not seem to make the connection between goal-setting and perseverance 
in this particular response, he nevertheless demonstrates that he understands the 
importance of having achievable goals. 
 
Johanna makes a clear connection between self-esteem and perseverance: 
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Self-esteem and perseverance kind of walk hand in hand because I think people 
with low self-esteem probably don’t persevere all that much because they’re not 
really confident in themselves. (Johanna) 
 
As a person with a shy disposition, Johanna appreciated others’ affirmation of her worth, 
and her self-esteem grew as a result. Johanna said that when teachers challenged her to 
work independently, it demonstrated their confidence in her ability to do so, and made her 
feel good about herself and worthwhile, “when they pushed us to do all our work by 
ourselves, that was good” (Johanna). 
 
Lindy saw self-confidence as an instrument of perseverance and the successful 
completion of a task: 
 
Yeah, if you’re lacking in self- esteem or self-worth, you’re not driven to work 
harder and longer because you’re not confident in yourself so you’re not 
confident you can achieve anything so you don’t have that drive to achieve. 
You’ve got to work on yourself to get there. (Lindy) 
 
This view is congruent with that of researchers who have found that people with high 
self-esteem scores generally persist longer when they come to a difficult task (Tafardoi & 
Vu, 1997) 
 
Many of the participants’ responses showed that they connected self-esteem, perseverance 
and success. When they practiced perseverance, and succeeded, their self-confidence 
grew, and so did their optimism that their perseverance would ‘pay off’. This relationship 
between self-belief and optimism is recognised in studies by Peterson and Seligman 
(1984) and Peterson, Maier, and Seligman (1993), who found that a student’s level of 
optimism has an important relationship with the willingness to persist. However, the 
86 
 
 
 
participants also felt that those who lacked self-confidence would see little point in 
persevering, and would be overcome by their fear of failure. Their response to this was 
that, as Lindy said, “You’ve got to work on yourself to get there”. While they recognised 
the debilitating effect of low self-esteem, and at times experienced it, they generally saw 
themselves as having the intrinsic and extrinsic resources to overcome it. 
4.2.5 The Intrapersonal layer and perseverance - Discussion 
 
People start life with different temperaments and varying aptitudes (Dweck, 2006). Being 
motivated can contribute to an individual’s cognitive resources, and these resources arise, 
in part, from how she or he sees the world (Miller et al., 2012). The participants’ 
observations indicated that they all thought developing a positive outlook or ‘learned 
optimism’ (Seligman, 2006) were important contributors to their perseverance. This can 
be connected to the concept of Growth-mindset theory, which contends that intelligence 
can grow when students work hard on challenging tasks, thus recognising that making 
mistakes provides an opportunity for growth, rather than being a sign that a student is 
incapable of learning (Garcia, & Cohen, 2012; Paunesku, 2015;Yeager & Walton, 2011). 
Growth mindsets shape who we are and what we become through our experience, support 
and effort. The participants’ responses reinforce Dweck’s (2006) argument that there is a 
relationship between a growth mindset and perseverance, and that a positive attitude 
contributes to a learner’s success. 
 
In summary, the participants’ positive attitude within a growth mindset and their ability to 
reflect on their situation enabled them to pursue their goals effectively. These qualities 
helped them find strategies to problem solve and persist with valued tasks. This reinforces 
Barseglain’s (2013) argument that an academic mindset and effortful control influence 
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effective learning. The ways in which the participants thought they had acquired a 
‘growth-mindset’ will be discussed in the section on interpersonal influences. 
 
The themes in the intrapersonal layer all interconnect. As the analysis of the interviews 
progressed, the relationships within each ecological layer became more evident (See 
Figure 4.1 on p. 63). For many participants in this study, the attributes they identified as 
important - motivation, mindset, reflection, confidence, self- belief, self-esteem, 
organisation and self-discipline - are interrelated in varying degrees. Many of the 
participants saw these internal resources as factors that made an important contribution to 
their understanding, development and practice of perseverance. This is consistent with the 
salutogenic perspective that people can develop strategies and strengths to make their 
world comprehensible, manageable and meaningful (Antonovsky, 1979). Other 
researchers, Zimmerman and Ringle (1981), contend that beliefs are embedded within 
cycles of self-discipline and self-efficacy. A person’s attempts to learn and to self-reflect 
contribute to their perseverance, and in turn, perseverance contributes to successful 
learning and self-reflection. Other researchers have confirmed that a combination of 
efficacy, empowering strengths, and self-discipline also contribute to perseverance and 
success (Schunk, 1984; Schunk & Gunn, 1986; Schunk & Rice, 1989). 
4.3 Interpersonal 
 
The Ecological Model (Figure. 4.1) is useful in drawing connections between the different 
themes within each layer, and also the connections between the layers. The Interpersonal 
layer of the model identifies those formal and informal relationships that are of 
significance for the individual. These include relationships with family, friends, teachers, 
schools, and sporting institutions. What clearly emerged from the analysis was 
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the powerful influence these social relationships had on the values, beliefs, and 
expectations of the participants in this study. 
4.3.1 Family 
 
Vygotsky’s research from the 1920s and 1930s (cited in Aubrey & Riley, 2016) suggests 
that knowledge and thoughts are constructed within social environments and interaction 
with family, friends, teachers and peers (MacBlain, 2014). Family, including parents, 
siblings and extended family, were described by most participants as having a significant 
influence on their development and understanding of perseverance. A number of themes 
emerged from the participants’ references to their family relationships. Families were 
often the source of a number of skills, attitudes and behaviours. Most families had 
expectations about the participants’ ability to organise themselves, to be motivated, to 
develop rapport, and to form particular mindsets. In this context, there were significant 
variations among the participants’ families in terms of their positive or negative 
involvement. 
 
The families’ attitudes towards organisation, expectations and motivations were dominant 
themes that emerged from the interview data. Kim described her mother as a role model, a 
person who not only encouraged, supported and listened to her, but expected her to 
persevere and to develop associated strengths such as the ability to organise her activities. 
“I think growing up with my mum, who’s very into goal setting, organisation, that kind of 
thing, I think I picked it up from her.”(Kim) 
 
Kim’s mother expected Kim to meet her deadlines and apply 100 per cent effort to her 
work and life: 
My mum talks about it a lot. She’s a private school teacher but she likes to 
implement and make sure that my sister and I are trying our hardest to achieve, 
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and if there’s obstacles that are in the way, she’ll talk to us about how to 
overcome them and get us thinking about how we can keep going and not 
stopping. (Kim) 
 
Kate identifies a relationship between extrinsic motivation and her parents’ expectations 
when she recalls that although her parents had particular expectations of her, she felt there 
was little pressure.  However she didn’t want to disappoint them and enjoyed the feeling 
of making them proud and of being successful as an individual: 
 
They [parents] never expected high things of me but they always want me to do 
my best. I’d never stay home on a sports day. They’ve always said, “Do some 
form of activity”. They’ve never said, “You have to be the best and if you don’t do 
this then I’m not going to love you,” or anything like that. It’s just what I’ve 
always done and I think sometimes you do alright and I think I felt like that, that 
was a good feeling doing the right thing, better than other people, so then you 
want to keep doing that. They were always very proud of me for doing well. I’m 
always shown that and it makes me feel good as well. So positive reinforcement 
and obviously I want to keep trying to make them proud and make myself proud 
and do the best I can. (Kate) 
 
Although Kate claimed her parents did not pressure her, their expectations were an 
extrinsic motivation and contributed to her desire to uphold her reputation of being 
successful in what she was involved in. This was also implied when Kate described her 
parents as being involved and interested in her achievements, to the point of boasting 
about them, especially those that were successful, which reinforced her positive behaviour 
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and kept her motivation alive. One of the important aspects of Kate’s story was the open 
communication she had with her parents: 
 
I’ve always spoken about school work and sport and everything at home, always 
active conversations about it and they’ve always been very interested in what 
work we’re doing and stuff like that so I think that probably helps as well. They 
weren’t uninterested and didn’t really care what I was doing at school … If I got 
good marks, “Oh, that’s really good,” and they’d tell everyone and thought it was 
great so it makes me feel good when they’re doing that. (Kate). 
 
Rose’s parents encouraged her to persevere, and their expectations were that she would: 
 
Growing up, my mum and dad said: “If you want something you’ve got to work 
towards it” and that was always the way. Just toughen up, work through it, was 
pretty much it so that was just how I grew up, the expectations they had. (Rose) 
 
Johanna describes her father’s expectations and his attitude as influential in her 
development of perseverance and in her understanding of how to persevere. “Mostly my 
father, when he does something, he just gets on with it and just pushes through no matter 
what it is and me, I’ll do the same thing” (Johanna). Johanna describes how her dad’s 
verbal responses instilled in her an ability to know when she needed help to persevere, to 
apply effort, or to try things first. “My father and probably his entire side of the family ... 
Yes he expected me to at least do things for myself” (Johanna). When asked who taught 
her to continue if she was good at something, Johanna states, “Probably both my parents 
... Mostly it’s dad and my sister because they taught me basically not to complain and just 
get on with it” (Johanna).This implies that their expectation that Johanna would ‘endure’ 
and ‘push through’ contributed to normalising persistence for her. 
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Another influential factor in some participants’ understanding and development of 
perseverance was rapport and support from their families. Kim’s mother’s unconditional 
love and interest in her as a person kept her focused and supported when she needed to 
prioritise goals in her life: 
 
Definitely my mum. She’s like my lifeboat. She’s helped me so much, even when 
she was going through rough times as well because she recently had cancer. So 
she was going through that but she still would stick by me, make sure that I was 
doing my work. She’s like, “okay, what are things that get you distracted to 
achieve what you want to do? I’ll make sure that you don’t do them”. I’m like, 
“I’m going to have a bath” and she’s like, “Have you done your work first?” I 
was like, “Yes, actually I have, and that felt good going, yes I’ve done it. I get to 
have a bath now,” and having her look after me for that and she’s had a lot of 
perseverance as well because she’s a primary school teacher, she has her 
problems with other teachers but she keeps working to get to the place and then 
she’s happy by the end of it because she knows she’s worked so hard and can see 
that she’s worked hard and she’s really happy with that. (Kim) 
 
Kim’s mother’s support and guidance through difficult times encouraged Kim to 
persevere. Kim also noted that her mum had the ability to cope with Kim’s problems 
whilst dealing with her own problems at the same time. This role modelling behaviour 
made a strong contribution to Kim’s willingness to persevere. Her mother’s support was 
also displayed in other ways in Kim’s life. She discusses a time in secondary school 
when she had lost her focus and sight of her goals, and had become miserable as a result. 
Her mother supported and encouraged her, giving the direction she needed to continue 
with her education: 
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I needed to talk to people. Sometimes you just need an outsider’s perspective. At 
the moment I was lost in myself but my mum and my friends knew me and even 
though I’d lost myself, they knew that’s what I wanted so they helped me to keep 
on track, going you can do this, all you need to do is this, I will help you as 
much as I can. Those kind of things, it was really good ... (Kim) 
 
The importance of significant others is again demonstrated in this story. The support 
Kim received from her mother and others enabled her to stay on track. 
 
Support and guidance can come in different forms. Anna describes her mother as a 
person who helped her develop perseverance, “it’s also about the support networks 
around you 
... my mum’s a great perseverer.” (Anna) Anna believes her mother demonstrated her 
strength as a parent by making her wait for things as she grew up, and that this 
enabled Anna to delay gratification and contributed to her development of 
perseverance: 
 
My mum was very good when we were younger at saying, “You’ve got to wait”. 
If you really want something, you need to wait for it or hold out or save for it so 
that was something that was developed at home. I guess, because it was a long 
time ago, when I was in primary school, the values that you teach children in 
primary school, patience and respect for others and not necessarily getting your 
way all the time and they teach perseverance in primary school settings and 
delayed gratification. So I guess it’s definitely taught and I’m sure they would 
have taught me that in primary school. (Anna) 
 
Anna also touches on other strengths that were taught in schools, which will be 
discussed in the institutional section of the analysis. 
92 
 
 
 
Rapport and support within the family was deemed by Simon as integral to his 
perseverance. Simon describes not only his immediate family but also the wider family 
that gave him continual support and guidance: 
 
Yes with VCE, I have a lot of cousins and uncles and aunts who went through it. 
Every now and then they’d send a message across or they’d ring up and go, how 
are you going with it? They’d say, do you want to run it by me and see what I 
think, get another pair of ears. (Simon) 
 
Simon believes this support helped him persevere: 
 
I think it really did. They try not to help you directly because they understand you 
need to do this on your own but they give you little hints and they guide you down 
the right path and things like that. (Simon) 
 
Simon suggests that it was the scaffolding of support that was most important in building 
his skills in perseverance. This in turn built his confidence and knowledge so he was able 
to complete his studies: 
 
I think that how they limited their support, it was like they’d help me but they 
wouldn’t help me as much leading into VCE. So they’d help me a lot at the start 
and then they’d taper it off a bit towards the end of it. I think that helped me 
develop my own independence towards it ... They’d ring up and say, “Hey, do you 
want to talk” and I’m like, “I can’t talk right now, I’m about to do a practice 
essay” and they’d be like, “Yep, righto”. They’d hang up and they’re just like, 
“Yep, he’s ready”. (Simon) 
 
An emerging theme through the participants’ stories about perseverance was the 
importance of role models. This importance has been well documented in research 
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(Cruess, Cruess & Steinart, 2008), especially in relation to imparting skills and personal 
qualities. Role modelling occurs when an individual analyses another’s behaviours in 
order to improve himself (Cruess et al., 2008). 
 
Role modelling was a prominent theme with Lindy as she described her sister-in-law’s 
positive mindset contributing to her ability to persevere in difficult situations. She also 
refers to her own partner and his whole family as role models in her life, giving her 
direction and support: 
 
My partner has really high expectations, well, I think they’re really high 
expectations, and we’re very different but he’s from this family where their whole 
walls in each bedroom are covered in trophies and medals. His middle sister, she 
has a chronic back disease, she is the fittest person I have ever met, she’s a 
teacher, and she goes above and beyond for her school. When I’m not reaching 
my set goals, he’ll just go, “Call my sister; she’s the most motivating person”. 
She’s the one that actually got me into affirmations. I probably look for that in 
her. I think about things that she’s overcome that a normal person would just treat 
as a failure and she’d go, “No, I’m not giving up”. (Lindy) 
 
Lindy identified the family network as role models for her, stating: 
 
Yeah, his whole family are probably my greatest role models in life. His parents, 
his sisters, they’re just motivated. My dad when I was growing up was amazing … 
families-in-law, they just don’t understand what the word ‘quit’ means and I look 
at them and they remind me of what I could achieve because we all have that in 
us, sometimes we just need reminding of it. (Lindy) 
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The data suggests that the support of family, significant others, and friendship networks 
are influential in helping all of the participants develop the strategies needed to cope with 
difficult situations and to persevere. 
 
Rose also describes many instances where her family contributed to her perseverance. She 
notes that it was not one event, but various experiences that encouraged her to persevere, 
particularly her changing family situation and her parents’ and brother’s behaviour. 
 
I think everything did. My parents separated when I was quite young and they 
were great role models. They definitely contributed to perseverance... My parents 
modelling it indirectly impacted. If you look at my brother too, he’s one of the 
most driven people and perseveres too… Yes definitely. A lot of things have 
drastically changed. I moved out of my parents’ and everything changed and then 
at Uni, to get to go to Uni I had to move out again. Sometimes your environment 
forces you to more persevering to change and develop. I had to move and to take 
up study west of Melbourne. I had to persevere, to grow up. (Rose) 
 
Simon uses his brother as a model of persistence; his brother’s experiences were such that 
he had to re-invent himself in order to have a fulfilling life: 
 
But that’s a big point of perseverance I like to draw upon. If he can get through 
that, then I can just get through this. I just think, “I’ve got a test tomorrow, oh 
well if  somebody can get through something like that, I think I’m fine”. (Simon) 
 
Simon recalls how he himself had developed perseverance when he had a broken hand 
from an injury at school. He considers himself lucky to have had his brother’s experience 
as a model of how to deal with adversity, and realise that life was at times a struggle. He 
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explains how his brother’s and family’s role modelling behaviour were an inspiration 
when he was having difficulty: 
 
I think I would have developed perseverance around year eight because I was 
playing field hockey a lot back then and I won’t go into too many details but this 
kid hacked the ball into my hand and it was a very bad fracture. It was one of 
those ones that’s hit and spider- webbed out, it didn’t break but all these bones 
were cracked so I had to wear a half cast on my hand for about two months and 
that was really big because I couldn’t play sport. I was lucky it wasn’t my writing 
hand but it just meant that I was unable to do a lot of things that I normally was 
able to do. Sport is a big part, being active is a very big part of my life and apart 
from walking the dog, I couldn’t really do much else. 
 
My parents were a big cornerstone of that and I think my brother as well ... my 
brother was going for this scholarship in America for soccer, he was very, very 
good … So it’s all smooth sailing for him and he used to do self-defence. He was 
working with this guy and we still don’t know exactly what happened, he provoked 
the guy somehow. He says he did nothing wrong but the guy was angered by 
something that my brother Dave did, and so he punched him right under the chin 
and apparently the resulting injury was like a grade four car crash. It was a very 
severe injury and he needed rehabilitation for about four or five years, just to get 
it right again. His neck, he couldn’t do certain things at all. He had to give up 
soccer. He had to give up playing the drums. They say, even now, for the rest of 
his life he can’t really do any contact sport ... He fractured his neck. It just means 
he can’t do about 90 per cent of the stuff that made up his personality. It’s like he 
had to rebuild himself. He had a dream job planned out and he couldn’t do that 
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because that’s very physical. He’s happy now I think. He’s got the next job that he 
wanted. He works in Melbourne. He works with 3D printing. One of his things 
was on the news recently. Have you heard of the 3D jaw? He helped develop that. 
(Simon) 
 
Simon’s ability to articulate how these events affected him and his family allows him to 
reflect, and to develop strength and an ability to cope when he is having difficulty. His 
brother’s experience showed him that when a person was unable reach his goals, there 
were alternative objectives, and that it was possible to find new pathways, solutions and 
attitudes when there was the support of family and / or significant others. 
 
Rose’s recollections are similar to those of Lindy and Simon. She too describes the 
influence of parents, particularly her mum, and the way they assisted her to develop 
perseverance in her own life: 
 
I picture my mum when I think of perseverance and she’s not outwardly a bold 
woman but she just takes everything in her stride and will just push on no matter 
what. (Rose) 
 
Matt describes his grandfather’s work ethic and presence in his life as extremely 
significant. Although his grandfather was ‘authoritarian’ and ‘hard’, Matt still considers 
him a role model, 
 
You could say that, he’s a farmer who’s 80 and just about to retire so he carts 40 
tonne of firewood around his property per year and cleans out his cottage in the 
country, but maybe him, my grandad. I only saw him on school holidays but he 
was that scary person. Until I was actually a young man, he was a scary person. If 
you got out of line you were going to get a smack or yelled at. (Matt) 
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Matt did not have a parent who was a role model. However, other family members such 
as his brother showed interest in him and gave him support and guidance: 
 
My brother came down from the Eastern suburbs where he’d been living for  
years. He is a mechanic and he and I opened a shop together and I just did that 
for years. That wasn’t a challenge. The challenge was that it was shit pay but once 
you understand everything about a car, you get a new car in and it’s slightly 
different but it’s the same idea. (Matt) 
 
Matt declares that his anger at the lack of role modelling from his parents motivated him 
to pursue and persevere with his goals. However, there were significant others in his life 
such as his friend’s dad: 
 
In a weird way I think the relationship between my mum and my step dad. That 
was in a sense a role model to me purely because you grow up and you’re like, I 
don’t want to be anything like that. I don’t want to be like my step dad ... Their 
whole relationship is just a motivator against everything and I guess at the same 
time, when I went to my friend’s house a lot when I was a kid, that was my escape 
and at the time it was probably a comparison: to be like this is better than that. 
(Matt) 
 
Often, the strengths of significant others in coping with their own lives influenced the 
participant’s attitudes. Lindy describes her dad’s and nana’s contribution to building her 
growth mindset as she was growing up, 
 
Yeah my dad and even now, if I’m having a bit of a struggle I’ll ring him up and 
have a bit of a grizzle and he’s like, “Have you got that out of your system?” 
“Yes, I have,” and my grandma is the same. She raised 14 kids and so she’s heard 
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it all. She’ll let you have your whinge and then she’ll just say, “Grow up and go 
for it now you’ve got it off your chest”. (Lindy) 
 
Lindy said that her dad also helped her develop self-confidence by persuading her to 
persevere with her love of netball: 
 
I learnt those things from home from my dad and even with sports, because I was 
the fat kid. I was so active, I was more active that all the skinny people and it used 
to drive me nuts and I remember when I had to wear a little netball skirt and I 
went home one day and said,” I’m not playing next week because I’m fat and 
everybody is skinny,” and dad said, “You get best on court every week. Are you 
going to quit because you feel overweight?” I’m like, “Yeah, I don’t feel confident 
out there, I don’t want to play” and dad’s like, “Why don’t you just give it the rest 
of this year and if you get another best on court then you’ll stay because you can’t 
just quit over something silly like that”. By the end of the year we won the grand 
final, I was like, “I love netball”. 
 
Rose ponders on the nature or nurture argument when discussing how perseverance was 
acquired, 
 
When you ask, “Can it be taught?” then I think about nature and nurture and 
that’s going to fly around my head, I don’t know, has somebody got their own 
personal characteristics because that’s just who they are and they’re ingrained 
and they’re passionate and they’re positive and that’s what fuels their 
perseverance, or is it the environment that they grew up in? (Rose) 
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Rose recognises that sometimes a person’s opportunities are not always based on 
achievements but on the situation of the family. When asked about her environment and 
its impact on her life she responds: 
 
A lot of things have drastically changed. I moved out of my parents and everything 
changed and then at Uni, to get to go to Uni, I had to move out again. Sometimes 
your environment forces you to more persevering to change and develop. I had to 
move and to take up study west of Melbourne, I had to persevere, to grow up. 
(Rose) 
 
While a positive family environment can be a strong influence on an individual’s 
perception and will to persevere, so too can a negative environment. Matt describes his 
parents’ lack of interest or ability to care about or support him in his life’s challenges. 
 
I had a conversation with my grandfather earlier in the year. He sits down and 
we’re having a cup of tea, and he goes, “Matt, based on your upbringing and the 
shit you’ve had to put up with, you could easily have become a drug addict, a 
homeless person or a criminal”. He said, “You and your sister, she could have 
become a prostitute”. I put myself pretty high on the scale of perseverance 
because I’ve had to put up with a fair amount of shit in my life. My mum’s autistic 
so I had a pretty interesting upbringing which I didn’t realise was any different to 
anyone else’s until I was a bit older, when I realised no-one else’s mum was 
acting like this, what the hell is happening and then by the time I noticed that, I 
realised that mentally I was older than her and then when I realised that, I was a 
hormonal teenager so I was pretty grumpy with the fact that everyone else had a 
mum that would make them a birthday cake or do nice things and that my mum 
didn’t think like that. I was pissed off with her for years and with other family 
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dramas, I was pushed into being independent and the school I went to was no 
help, the fact that I’m not a druggo or a shit kicker, I put myself pretty high on the 
perseverance scale. (Matt) 
 
Matt’s motivation to persevere arose from his reaction against the lack of praise and 
recognition in his own life from his mum and step-parent. The school environment did not 
help him in this situation and the role of the school and perseverance will be discussed 
later in the institutional section. 
 
When Kate was asked about her family, she responds that she was lucky they always gave 
her opportunities to excel and try new things: 
 
I’ve come from quite a good family. We’ve always had money, they’re always 
looking after me, always driving us places. I’ve been very fortunate. I have a very 
good family so I can understand for some people it would be a lot harder if they 
didn’t have that kind of support and if their home life was a bit unstable. I have 
been very fortunate in that sense. (Kate) 
 
Although Kate and Matt’s home environments are in sharp contrast, they each believe 
that they are very persistent. While a lack of support and attention by parents or guardians 
in students’ lives, a lack of household discipline, and being inactive in the academic 
community all directly affect how students approach education (Shapiro, Ginsberg, & 
Brown, 2003), the fact that Matt was at university demonstrated that these factors could 
be overcome, albeit with great difficulty. Even so, this study suggests that Matt’s lack of 
support from his home environment may have contributed to his lack of achievement in 
secondary school. Matt, however, has a high level of perseverance, and he attributes some 
of that doggedness to his grandfather’s insistence that he work hard. 
101 
 
 
 
4.3.2 Interpersonal - Friends 
 
While family was identified in the data as making an important contribution to the 
participants’ perseverance, relationships with friends and teachers were also seen to be 
influential, and again the sub-themes of support, guidance and role modelling emerge as 
important factors. Matt attributes his ability to understand his life situation and see other 
alternatives in life to the support and guidance of his friend and his friend’s dad: 
 
I think definitely having the support. I know through onwards about ten years old 
when I started to realise initially that no-one else’s mum was like mine, I think 
having people outside of that situation, now that I think about it I used to have this 
friend around the corner where I’d hang around at their house a lot and their dad 
would take me fishing with my mate and I think having support, even if it’s not 
where it should be is definitely a big factor. In a sense for me, it was just being 
treated somewhat like an adult earlier on, don’t treat a kid like they’re a kid, but 
challenge them a little bit socially. (Matt) 
 
Congruent with Matt’s responses, other research shows that significant others who 
support and guide in challenging circumstances are effective substitutes for the family at 
those times when the family is, for one reason or another, not available (Werner & Smith, 
1982). 
 
Kim places great importance on her friends’ encouragement and support. She explains 
that her friends helped to give her clarity, and to ‘push through’ difficult times and kept 
her focused; 
Having the support definitely helps. If you’re having a bad day, even if it’s just to 
reach one of the smaller sub goals, you think, I’m not going to get there. Then 
someone says, “But look what you’ve already done and you’ve only got this much 
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more to go, you’re nearly there”. (Kim) 
 
Lindy makes the point even more graphically. For her, part of the value of support 
networks is that they validate the individual’s choices: 
 
Post high school, I developed strong friendship groups. They are my family, they 
know all my weaknesses and I’d ring them up and say “I think I want to give up 
on this,” or “I don’t want to do this anymore”, and they sort of make me go back 
to why I originally liked it or wanted it or had to do it and what I get out of doing 
it and the positives and the negatives of giving up on it. Which is exactly what 
you’d put on paper if you were analysing it yourself, but there’s like the validation 
because it’s coming from somebody else, so it’s out in the open and you kind of 
go, “yeah, well I do really like that” or “that really does make me feel good” or 
“I enjoy bringing that to other people. I am going to stick at it.”(Lindy) 
 
The support Lindy received reinforced her motivation, and reinvigorated her desire to 
persevere. 
 
Role models are important in the ‘friends’ theme as they were in the ‘family’ theme. The 
personal attributes of positive role models are highlighted within the data by Rose: 
 
Everybody falls into a bit of rut, I think, and without just having that supportive 
environment and access to those resources, like when I was 15, 16 just having my 
family and the teachers and good people around me, good friends and things to 
support you, I think they give you the courage to persevere and it helps that I have 
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very clever friends. One is an accountant, the other is a nurse and if they can do 
it, I can do it. Just having people that persevere around you, just being in that 
positive environment. (Rose) 
 
This suggests that for Rose, who had to move out of home, good role models as well as a 
positive environment enabled her to have the motivation to persist. 
4.3.3 Conclusion 
 
One of the conclusions that emerged from this data is that for those participants who had 
supportive families, friends were a positive and welcome addition. For those without 
supportive families, friends became significantly more critical as sounding-boards and 
sources of validation and affirmation. 
4.3.4 Interpersonal - Teachers 
 
The nature of the teacher is to teach, guide and create an engaging environment where 
students are challenged, and supported in their learning (Green, 2008). The teacher’s 
ability to establish an environment, in which self- belief, intrinsic motivation, support, 
high expectations and encouragement are normalised, strongly influences the 
development of perseverance in students. This conclusion is supported by the data from 
this research. 
 
Protective factors, such as supportive teachers, reduce the negative effects of adversity 
and stressful life events. Tomlinson and Jarvis’s (2006) argument has particular resonance 
here. Teachers can increase a student’s capacity to build resilience and ‘agency’. Those 
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teachers who are active and concerned about the students’ learning encourage students to 
have a sense of ownership of their learning, develop an intrinsic drive to excel 
(Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993) and develop ‘positive education’ habits (Epstein & 
Sanders, 1998; Hands, 2005). 
 
The data from the interviews suggests that effective teachers model the strategies that 
enable students to persist. Teachers who offer constructive and encouraging feedback 
build confidence in the learner. Kate reflects on the rapport she felt with her teacher and 
how it connected to her ability to persevere: 
 
I had a really good teacher throughout year 12 and probably not so much her 
telling me to persevere but I wanted to impress her. I wanted to make her proud as 
well. All my teachers through year 12, I knew I was quite a good student and my 
PE teacher used to tell me, “even though you’re not my best student, you’ll be 
able to get this mark if you work hard”. He really valued how hard I worked so 
that was very encouraging for me to keep going. Because I am competitive, once I 
got the one good mark, I wanted to keep that status. Everyone in my class 
expected me to do well so then I feel like if I don’t do well then I’m letting myself 
down, everyone is going to be like, why did she get that low mark? That’s 
embarrassing so I think that played into it a little bit. (Kate) 
 
This account demonstrates that high expectations, and wanting to be favourably noticed 
by the teacher she considered to be a role model, was a motivating factor for Kate: 
 
I’m very competitive so I’ll always keep going. With school work and everything, 
I’ve always wanted to do well. Sport wise, running wise, I’m very competitive, 
always want to do the best I can. (Kate) 
105 
 
 
 
The data from Kate indicated that she needed to know she was on the ‘right track’ and 
once that was made clear, she persevered with her task. This regular reinforcement also 
increased her confidence. The data suggests that being praised and recognised contributed 
to Kate’s feelings of wellbeing and that this in turn encouraged her to seek more 
opportunities to elicit similar affirmation. However, while Kate was affirmed by her 
teachers, this was not the case for Lindy and Matt, who describe their teachers as 
uninterested in building rapport, and as giving them little assistance in their quest to learn. 
 
Jack acknowledges the influence of his teachers but stresses that it was the degree of 
challenge within his subjects that often determined whether or not he would apply 
himself: 
 
I was very fortunate to have some pretty good teachers, particularly in my high 
school education, the later years, but I also had some pretty good ones in the 
subjects that I did better in. So I think the ones there, they challenged me, but to 
be honest, a lot of those subjects in high school, I found pretty straight forward, so 
there wasn’t a whole lot of perseverance involved in the ones I was good at. The 
ones that I really persevered in were English, French and Accounting. I just could 
not get my head around Accounting for whatever reason. Maths was easy and 
obviously French is really tough and I’m not a gifted English student to begin with 
so that was tough for me and I think the teachers I had in those subjects were, 
early on, really bad. Basically it was, “If you’re not doing well, you shouldn’t be 
doing this subject,” and obviously English was not a choice but in the other ones, 
it was still something that I really enjoyed so I persevered with them there, and 
again it was almost as though the teacher thought that I couldn’t do it and me 
going, “Well bugger you, I’m going to do it”. (Jack). 
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Despite the odds, Jack wanted to persevere with the subject because he was interested in 
the content and he wanted to prove his teacher wrong. The external motivator - the teacher 
who didn’t believe in him - ignited Jack’s intrinsic motivation and engagement within the 
subject so that he would achieve his goal. Jack’s experience showed that a student could 
persevere despite negative feedback, but that this was not the most desirable situation for 
a student to be in. 
 
Teachers who helped, supported and ‘believed in’ the participants, and gave them the 
strategies to work through problems (including how to organise themselves), also 
reinforced the motivation and self- belief they needed to persist and achieve their goals. 
Kim describes her teacher: 
 
We had a very friendly relationship with our teacher because our goal-setting 
class was held in the band room, and because we were all band students, we knew 
this teacher quite well. So we’d probably sit around and talk or muck around or 
help her with band stuff and she’d be like, “yeah cool, let’s do that. Yeah, we can 
play this song”. So she did try to help us. We did the work on goal-setting because 
we did respect her but I think as a program, they should just have made the 
program more relevant to us individual students. (Kim) 
 
Rapport was really important in Kim’s narrative, and the students in the class did the 
work they were required to do because they liked the teacher. However, Kate also 
recognised that a goal-setting class held in the band room was less than an ideal setting 
for that subject, and that the class itself lacked relevance. 
 
One teacher can make the difference between a student’s withdrawing engagement and 
flourishing. Anna recalled that, at a particularly bad time in her life, when other teachers 
doubted her ability to do Mathematics, one teacher supported her and persuaded the 
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others that she could do it. This teacher told them she was capable and would easily 
complete the required work: 
 
So then they were still able to put me into Physics and Chemistry and all those 
sort of classes based upon the fact that this teacher, he said yes, “She can do it”. 
So his say at the end of the day had a huge impact in my life. He could have not 
said anything and the teachers that didn’t know me, the new ones that didn’t know 
me from a bar of soap, could have said “Well, we don’t really know how she went 
in year ten, we’ll just put her in the bottom maths class and see how she goes”. I 
wouldn’t have gone to Uni at all if they had done that but because he stood up and 
said “No, I know this girl when she was in year seven and eight, she topped the 
class in all her subjects”, they then had high expectations of me and they said 
“Yep, she can do it even though all this stuff has happened and she’s been through 
all this turmoil, she doesn’t have parents to look after her at the moment, she can 
do it”. So their expectations then set me up. (Anna) 
 
There were other external influences which contributed to Anna’s desire for personal 
success. Her thirst to belong to her school community was especially important: 
 
I wanted to belong, so I would have always attached value to completing my 
degree because of the fact that my friends have, but somebody who is motivated by 
achievement, they might want to finish just because they want to achieve 
something or competition. Somebody who’s motivated by financial gain, they 
might think, “Why am I bothering?” I’ve had a lot of people say to me, “Why do 
you bother going to Uni, you’ve been there for four years, you’re not working at 
the moment, you’d be better off working”. But that’s not my motivation. I want to 
achieve what my friends have. 
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The data here indicated that while the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations varied amongst 
all the participants, both were components of the engagement that led to perseverance. 
4.3.5 The Interpersonal layer and perseverance - Discussion 
 
In this section, the data has indicated that the research participants in this study 
emphasized the significant role family, friends and some teachers played in their lives, 
both in assisting in the development of those character strengths which led to 
perseverance, and in ‘being there’ at those pivotal moments when the participant was 
faced with the choice either to continue or withdraw.  In a number of cases, each source 
of support overlapped with the others in what it was able to provide: family members, 
friends and teachers were all potential role models; they were all potential sources of 
validation and affirmation; when they felt affection for, or took their duty of care towards 
the participants seriously, they provided inspiration and motivation for the participants to 
draw on; and when it was appropriate, they communicated their high expectations to the 
participants. Furthermore, they were effective sounding boards when participants needed 
to work through different courses of action, and they provided a protective buffer at those 
times when the participants needed breathing space. 
 
For those participants with families and friends who fulfilled these functions, the 
protective factor that resulted seems to be instrumental in reducing the negative effects of 
adversity and stressful life events. The data indicates that caring, support, high 
expectations and valuing the participants’ contribution to their families all increased their 
resilience and their ability to cope in life, a concept congruent with Benard’s (1991) 
findings. The data also indicates that positive role models and consistent opportunities for 
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the learner to create the habits of motivation and engagement can complement 
perseverance, a conclusion supported by Cruess et al., (2008). 
 
The data also demonstrates the strong relationship between a growth mindset, 
perseverance and self-esteem. The participants’ sense of self-worth was increased when 
people believed in their ability to achieve at a task. Those parents, friends and extended 
family members who offered positive but critical encouragement and support also 
reinforced the individual’s positive mindset, helped them build up a repertoire of 
strategies, and helped them find the resources they needed to overcome challenges. 
During this process, their sense of self-worth and self-efficacy were also developed. This 
increase in self-confidence and agency seems to have enhanced their intrinsic motivation. 
It needs to be acknowledged that most of those participants who exhibited these traits not 
only had very supportive families but were also strongly connected to their school and 
community, which suggests that a combination made up of nurturing family members, 
friendship networks and engaged teachers would provide the optimal structure of support 
for students (Dweck, Walton & Cohen, 2014). Further research to determine whether 
these commonalities are present in a larger sample size would give a deeper 
representation of whether these findings were true outside this study. 
 
The contribution that caring and supportive behaviour made to the participants’ ‘sense of 
coherence’ (Antonovsky, 1979) was also evident in the data. When parents, siblings and 
significant others demonstrated how to master a skill, or unpack a task so it became 
achievable, they were also empowering the participants to act independently and to 
attribute significance and meaning to their efforts, if not to the task itself. Organisational 
skills such as prioritising, allocating time, and marginalising distractions became part of 
the scaffolding of perseverance. This behaviour was also connected to the high 
110 
 
 
 
expectations of parents or significant others, and, according to the research, can be 
enhanced even more by parental involvement in school affairs, which contributes to such 
educational outcomes as academic achievement (Fan & Williams, 2010; Jeynes, 2005), 
educational attainment (Barnard, 2004; Flouri & Buchanan, 2004) and the motivation to 
learn (Gonzalez-De Hass et al., 2005). 
 
The participants seem to be ambivalent about the role of teachers in their acquisition and 
practice of perseverance. Their perception of a “good teacher” was shaped, to some 
extent, by their own willingness to listen actively and then stick at the task; by their 
relationship with the teacher; and by the feedback they received from family and friends. 
While none of the participants referred specifically to teachers who were poor role 
models for perseverance, implicit in some of their remarks was the sense that those 
teachers who ‘gave up on them’ as capable students (for example, Jack’s English teacher 
and most of Matt’s teachers) were not only putting a low valuation on their students’ 
ability, but also on the usefulness of perseverance as a character strength. Jack’s 
determination to persevere and succeed despite his teacher’s dismissiveness is an 
indication of how complex our responses to adversity can be.  
On the other hand, most participants perceived teachers who provided support, gave 
feedback, scaffolded tasks, explained the criteria, allowed time for reflection and gave the 
participants time outside of the class as positively contributing to their development of 
‘mastery learning’ skills, and these in turn contributed to their willingness to persevere.  
 
This is consistent with the observations of Costa and Kallick (2008), and Elias (2009), 
who found that if students are to cope with the academic expectations being asked of 
them, their learning needs to be spread over a period of time and managed effectively by 
the teacher. The participants thought that those teachers who had most to offer had a 
rapport with them, knew them, improved their confidence, displayed high expectations 
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and showed the relevance of the assessments and course work. This supports Newell’s 
(2005) observation that creating positive relationships between teachers and students 
contributes positively to learning and wellbeing. 
 
The participants’ responses reinforce the idea that there is a strong relationship between 
the intrapersonal and interpersonal layers of the Ecological model in understanding and 
developing perseverance. The resources within these layers need to be combined in order 
to ensure that perseverance becomes a habit which is transferable from one situation to 
another. As with the CASEL (2016) findings, this study’s findings confirm that good 
communication, along with sound social and emotional skills, are fundamental 
contributors to high academic achievement.  
4.4 The Institutional layer and perseverance - Schools 
 
While the Institutional layer within the ecological model includes the individual’s formal 
and informal relationships with a variety of institutions such as schools, churches, and 
government bodies, the participants themselves only referred to schools during the 
interviews. As places of learning, schools have multi-layered structures which include: 
administration; teaching and learning; curriculum development; pedagogy; wellbeing of 
staff and students; and connections with the community (Neves & Morais, 2005). The 
data on curriculum development and pedagogy is coded within the policy section (4.6) of 
this thesis. 
4.5 Teaching of perseverance 
 
Kate recalls the lack of attention paid to perseverance at her school: 
 
No it wasn’t taught ... not explicitly. They never said about perseverance but 
always said, “It’s not that long, keep going, blah, blah …” They did always 
encourage us, like you should have study plans and that sort of thing. They never 
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said, “Here’s one you have to use”, so I’d just make it up on a scrap piece of 
paper. But they did always encourage. They’d say, “A good way to study is if you 
have a plan and you follow your plan especially over the holidays, make a study 
plan then”, but they never specifically gave us one. Sometimes they made 
suggestions. But I’d make up my own just to suit me. Just write it up myself. I 
wouldn’t use any templates or anything. 
 
This was also supported by Lindy and Matt. Matt was particularly negative. He thought 
his school was struggling to cope with the most basic aspects of behaviour management, 
and did not have the capacity to build good learning habits, or strengths such as 
perseverance. 
 
No, not at my school. My school was they’re just pushing you through, just 
because the government gives money. It was literally just a shit school. No 
behaviour management. (Matt) 
 
Anna agrees. In her school perseverance was not taught, saying, “I guess the only place 
I’ve ever been taught perseverance is church because I went to a couple of public 
schools”. (Anna). Anna remembers that, although perseverance was part of the school 
motto, no teacher or Principal discussed perseverance or made it explicit: 
 
No, not really, no. We weren’t very big on values, our secondary school. In fact, 
even though the school motto was ‘face the task’, which is all about perseverance, 
no- one mentioned it. I honestly don’t ever remember there being a focus on 
facing the task by any of our headmasters or teachers. (Anna) 
 
This is an example of where non-cognitive skills were neither prioritised nor even 
considered in the learning environment. Perhaps this was because the school principal 
and teachers assumed students understood the motto and did not think to explain 
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explicitly what it meant or how it related to the students’ lives.  
 
4.5.1 Explicit teaching of perseverance 
 
The comments made by Kate, Lindy and Matt suggest that in the schools they went to, 
explicit links were not made between those curricular documents which stressed the 
importance of non-cognitive skills such as perseverance, and classroom delivery. Rose’s 
lack of certainty suggested that, if the teacher did mention perseverance, it was not 
memorable: “Yeah we probably were. It was probably in one of those year nine 
homeroom classes that did goals too.” (Rose) She also observes that unless perseverance 
was practised, it did not become a habit, “In a school setting you can try and teach your 
students the power of perseverance but if it’s not practised, then it’s hardly going to sink 
in and motivate.”(Rose) Although Simon went to a private school and Rose was at a state 
school, he also agreed it was not taught very well, “It was a private school that I went to. 
They do teach that. The problem is they didn’t really do a good job of it.” (Simon) Simon 
recalled that he believed perseverance and goal setting were taught better in primary 
school. 
 
I think my primary school taught it to the students, which is interesting. They 
didn’t really explicitly say it was perseverance but it was part of their process. It’s 
like encouragement almost: if you can do this, you can do anything. (Simon) 
 
Although Jack remarks that some of his teachers were capable, he also felt that some 
teachers were new to their subjects and struggling. However, even those of his teachers 
who had to learn new subject content found time to concentrate to some degree on 
character strengths. Jack had a very realistic view of his own capacities. He thought that 
any success he had with perseverance and other character strengths came from a 
combination of his own attributes and the support he gained from teachers: 
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 I think it was twofold, the desire and the help that was there. Like I said I think 
we had some pretty good teachers at my high school. My high school was pretty 
supportive as a whole and even a lot of times pretty good teachers that were pretty 
good help for life rather than necessarily the subjects they were teaching. Some of 
them weren’t even qualified to be teaching what they were teaching and to be 
honest shouldn’t have been but the kids I came out of school with, I’d like to think 
have some pretty good life lessons and some pretty good values that I think came 
out of that and I think perseverance would be one that a lot of people would have 
come out with because most teachers just seem to know when to help the people 
who were struggling and when to push the people who were doing well and 
everything in between. (Jack) 
 
Kim recalls that goals were mentioned at her school, but in a way that seemed 
removed from students’ interests. The relationship between perseverance and 
scaffolding tasks in pursuit of goals does not seem to have been embedded in the 
curricula in a way that connected with students, who seem to have been quick to 
recognize the irrelevance of the work they were being asked to do. 
 
In my high schooling they tried to. I remember almost every year they would talk 
about goals and stuff but I would sometimes do the work but I could tell that a 
lot of the students around me were not interested and did not want to do it. 
(Kim) 
4.6 The Institutional layer and perseverance – Schools - Discussion 
 
The data suggests that most of the participants did not consider their schools to be the sole 
educator of perseverance and for some, such as Matt, the schools had little relevance. The 
participants all agreed that perseverance was not explicitly addressed in their education 
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and although it may have been part of some classes, it was not well represented or 
structured. Despite this, their responses indicate that they understand perseverance very 
well, value it and consider that it is important in their lives. 
 
I was surprised by some participants’ views that very little attention was paid to the 
teaching of perseverance in the schools they attended. It seems that when 
perseverance was addressed, it was not as part of the whole school’s value system, 
but contingent on subject content or on the interest of a particular teacher. Jack, for 
example, enjoyed subjects he was not naturally good at and so persevered despite 
his teachers’ lack of support. Kate wanted to impress her teachers, particularly her 
PE teacher who set a high standard and effectively communicated his belief that she 
could achieve it. Anna believed her presence at university was thanks to a 
supportive teacher who persuaded other teachers that she had the ability and 
determination to succeed. However, had Kate and Anna not met the teachers who 
supported them, their experiences could have been quite different and much less 
positive. The embedded holistic policies described by Schleicher (2017) do not 
seem to have had much traction in the schools these participants attended.  
 
The interviews also revealed the problems that occurred in students’ understanding when 
teachers were not clear in their explanations of their learning intentions, the specific 
objectives to be achieved, and how this was to be managed. A possible solution would be 
the use of an explicit, concise, and consistent terminology – a discourse shared by both 
teachers and students – when discussing character strengths, values and attitudes. In the 
views of Geoghegan, O’Neill and Peterson (2013), language is of fundamental 
importance in education. Student learning and classroom effectiveness are reliant on 
explicit language that students and teachers share and that clearly identifies expectations, 
purposes, procedures and outcomes (Mergler & Spooner-Lane, 2012). The teachers 
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should leave nothing to chance. 
4.7 The Community layer and perseverance - Sporting Club 
 
A community is defined as the condition of sharing or having certain attitudes or interests 
in common. It is a discrete layer in the Ecological model. Participation at a community 
level is usually voluntary, and introduces the individual to a range of relationships 
focused on a particular activity. Only one participant, Simon, identified community 
involvement as important to the development of perseverance.  His membership of 
hockey and swimming clubs taught him that the extent to which people have perseverance 
varies from one person to another. He uses the way people approached sport as an 
example of the different ways perseverance is displayed: some people have the inclination 
to apply effort and others need support and help in developing it: 
 
It’s interesting because some people are born with it, some people just know to 
go for it straight off the bat and other people do have to learn it. It is like sport, 
some people are just naturally gifted with the sport and other people have to 
work very hard to achieve the same thing. (Simon) 
 
As with most other definitions of perseverance, Simon’s definition stresses the need to 
stick at the task: 
 
I think if I didn’t persevere, I wouldn’t have achieved what I achieved in both 
hockey and swimming. In hockey, one year we made it to the championship and 
we lost in the final. It is devastating whenever you lose something that close and 
then what the team does, they have a day where it’s like, “Oh no, what could we 
have done,” and then the day afterwards they go, “Alright, what are we doing 
next year?” Automatically you’re thinking 364 days until the next one, what can 
we do differently. Then it’s talking in team meetings, it’s the same in swimming 
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you’re one on one with the coaches, watching videos of your practice and it’s 
like, “you need to do the kick right”. Righting a wrong in swimming is very tricky 
because you can’t personally see it. It has to be instinct when you do it, and that 
can take weeks and by the end of it, it mightn’t feel different but you’re going 
maybe half a second, a second quicker in your swimming and that’s all the 
difference in the world that you needed. (Simon) 
Simon’s own perseverance at both hockey and swimming shows his dedication, 
effort, goal-setting, and a growth mindset. 
4.7.1 The Community layer - Discussion 
 
This one quote provided by Simon (immediately above in the previous section) contains 
reference to most of the characteristics that participants suggested constituted 
perseverance. It shows the relevance of community engagement, and the lessons that can 
be learned through participation in team sports. Sport is a setting where people can learn 
how to work together to reach a common goal. It is competitive in nature but this can 
motivate the individual, and in Simon’s experience it did so in a positive way. Simon’s 
story shows that the effort involved in training encompasses most of the elements of 
perseverance. 
4.8 The Policy layer and perseverance 
 
4.8.1 Introduction 
 
Policies and laws regulate and support an individual, institution and community. The 
curriculum guidelines within schools guide teacher standards on teaching and learning 
processes, and contribute to the degree to which learning objectives and outcomes are 
achieved. Within the interviews, participants reflect on this process and explain their 
views on how perseverance could be taught and developed in schools. 
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4.9 Strategies and pedagogies for teaching perseverance 
 
Through examining the data, it is possible to identify participant views on how the 
teaching of perseverance could be more effectively integrated into the school context. The 
participants recommended that students learn to be organised, content needs to be relevant 
and challenging, and assessments need to be scaffolded. The participants give realistic 
and practical ways perseverance could be taught in schools. They note what would have 
helped them improve their understanding of perseverance. Rose comments: 
 
I think it just needs to be highlighted. More emphasis needs to be put on 
perseverance, reaffirmed almost so it’s at the forefront of the person’s practices. 
(Rose) 
 
Some participants agree that a greater emphasis would have been useful and Rose argues 
that mastery learning would have been beneficial to her: 
 
I think in school you always try to get it right the first time and you were marked 
on what you did, so I don’t know if there was much time to be able to make a 
mistake. (Rose) 
 
This indicates that Rose recognises that marking was useful, but not on the student’s first 
attempt at a task. When asked if more time to complete tasks would have helped her 
ability to persevere, Rose replies: 
 
Yeah. If getting it wrong the first time was okay, it would have been a bit easier. 
Self reflecting is important too, where you went wrong, to identify that. It’s not 
emphasised enough. (Rose) 
In another example of how the participants describe making education more effective and 
teaching perseverance, Lindy suggests that if her schools had used a more project based 
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assessment, students would have been more interested and engaged: 
 
Give them a project over a term but they’ve got to grow and develop something 
and then be able to present it or show it or a skill that they have to teach at the 
end of the term to show that they’ve learnt it, or how they’ve understood it and 
how they’re going to implement it for the rest of the school year, or the rest of 
their lives, but it can’t just be something that’s theoretically drummed into them. 
It’s got to be something that they’re developing themselves that will assist them. 
(Lindy) 
 
Anna also says that if schools were to improve the teaching of skills such as 
perseverance, the nature of teacher instruction had to change. In her view, teachers had to 
learn practical pedagogies: 
 
I think it’s all about setting up using smart goals to help students set their own, 
you know, you set their goals but they set their goals with you. A little bit like the 
career education plan, where the student is in involved in goal setting. I think 
once they’ve set their goals, they need to recognise there are different paths so 
they need to be facilitated in exploring the paths that they can take. For some 
people that might need more guidance than others. (Anna) 
 
This view is supported by Kim: 
 
I think definitely. I think rather than getting us to write a list of goals or three 
goals, get us to write one goal and help us with it and make sure that that is 
actually something that we want to do, even if it’s not related to school. But 
having just the one goal and getting the teacher to help, because the class was in 
small groups, so it could have been quite attainable to do it this way. (Kim) 
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Kate suggests that scaffolding and goal setting are important and need to be driven by the 
student. She emphasizes that perseverance could be applied to both short and long term 
goals: 
 
You’d have to put in place some strategies, some core things that they could work 
towards. Like I said it’s going to be hard. Students really have to put in their own 
goals, it’s definitely important to have your own personal input into the goal that 
you want to achieve … It would be really important for them to set their own goal 
and then you can perhaps give them strategies to work along the way or do this, 
write down what you want to do on the day and get that done or have different 
strategies. In relation to short term goals, I think it would be really important for 
them to really want what they’re working for, what they’re persevering for so then 
you can probably help them a little bit along the way. But if they didn’t want it, I 
don’t think you could do anything to help them. (Kate) 
 
Rose agrees that strategies such as goal setting and scaffolding need to be practised and 
integrated within a program; perseverance should not be a ‘one- off’ episode. It needs to 
be an ongoing process, “In a school setting you can try and teach your students the power 
of perseverance but if it’s not practised, then it’s hardly going to sink in and 
motivate.”(Rose) 
 
Matt observes that the elements discussed earlier, such as differentiation and positive 
feedback, knowing the students and being able to challenge them are all factors that foster 
perseverance: 
Triumphs. That’s it, if you can work out what level they’re on and then give them 
that positive feedback and give them that drive to go, it will push them towards the 
next thing…you challenge them and if you’ve got that rapport, they’ll just go yeah 
right. If you don’t have that rapport they’re not going to listen and they’re just 
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going to play with their friends but if you challenge them, they’ll come back with 
something else and generally the second time, it’s going to be better, especially if 
you’ve given them a little bit of feedback on the first one. (Matt) 
 
Matt’s comments are insightful, as he notes from his own experience as a learner that all 
of these elements contribute to the students’ engagement in the learning process. All the 
participants make the point that it is essential to hold the learners’ interest and 
encourage their motivation to persevere with any given task. 
4.9.1 Policy layer and perseverance - Discussion 
 
Teachers and schools “can make a difference” (Biesta, 2015, p. 75) in the students’ lives. 
However, policy-makers and educational theorists have expressed their concern with the 
present state of education in Australia. This concern is not only linked with policy, but “to 
[the] rather narrow views” of policy-makers “about what education is supposed to 
‘produce’ – taking their cues from large scale measurement systems such as PISA which 
continue to focus on academic achievement in a small and selective number of domains 
and subject areas” (Biesta, 2015, p. 75). For Biesta (2015), education’s purpose is for 
students to learn something, understand why they learn it and learn it from someone; it 
involves content, purpose and relationships. While education must produce the skills, 
knowledge and behaviours young people need, its purpose is also to represent and initiate 
young people into the cultural, professional, political and religious traditions of their 
society (Biesta, 2015). The data in my research shows that participants who are pre- 
service teachers at university view perseverance as something that needs to be developed: 
as a concept within knowledge; through relevant application over multiple situations; and 
through Mastery learning. Perseverance is not singular: it involves relationships, skills 
and knowledge. 
 
The views of education expressed by many of the research participants in this study 
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emphasize different aspects to those measured by standardised methods of assessment. 
For those participants, project- based learning, mastery learning, and scaffolding of tasks 
– particularly where schools use risk taking, problem solving, creativity and innovation 
as articulated by Sahlberg (2010) - were more relevant to their needs: 
 
“Education policies should promote more intelligent forms of school 
accountability … they should focus on broader learning: not just mathematics, 
literacy and the sciences, but also skills, attitudes and values that are needed in a 
knowledgeable society.” (Sahlberg, 2010, p. 58) 
 
One of the participants, Rose, stated that teachers should provide more time to complete 
tasks, see mistakes as opportunities for teaching and learning, and encourage reflection on 
work. She believed it would have been beneficial in her learning as she would have 
developed a range of strategies and capacities to problem- solve and persist with what was 
asked of her. This emphasises the importance of teachers spending time on concepts, 
giving constructive feedback and positive re-direction. This is supported by Goss, Hunter, 
Romanes and Parsonage’s (2016) view, that timely feedback on the process of learning 
and skills acquisition is necessary and will have a positive outcome that reinforces the 
value of effort and persistence whilst fostering a growth mindset within students. 
Moreover, mastery learning is connected to the learner’s motivation and self-esteem. 
Bandura’s (1977) research suggests that self- efficacy is not only a predictor of academic 
success but also acts as a catalyst for motivation and learning. When students have the 
opportunity to work on attainable tasks, they build confidence in their abilities and are 
more willing to persevere. The mastery opportunities also help students develop self- 
regulation, an attribute closely related to perseverance. The idea of project-based learning 
could be introduced to assist with mastery learning. Problem- or project-based learning 
attempts to engage students more deeply in the learning process by providing them with 
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the opportunity to make choices and more actively regulate their own learning, while 
working on real-life problems (Blumenfeld et al.,1991), and has been found to promote 
academic skills and knowledge retention (Dochy et al., 2003) 
 
4.10 Summary of Chapter 4 – Results and Discussion. 
 
In this chapter I have used a Salutogenic perspective to analyse and code the participants’ 
responses whilst using the Ecological Model as a framework. The participants disclosed 
their view of perseverance through their lived experiences and these have shaped their 
perspectives of perseverance and how it is developed. In the next chapter, I will 
summarise the findings and explore the implications of this study whilst giving 
suggestions for future research. 
124 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5 - Summary of Findings and Implications 
 
As individuals we are at the same time constructed by, and constituents of society; we 
understand ourselves and find meaning and relevance from our roles and place within 
the collective, while at the same time society is constructed by the individuals that 
comprise it. 
 
(Dawn Darlaston-Jones, 2007, p. 23-24) 
 
5.1 Summary of Findings 
 
The purpose of this study is to give insight from students’ perspective into the character 
strength of perseverance. This includes exploration of the following: In what ways do 
participants understand perseverance and its role in their lives and education? Further 
sub-questions are: In what ways do the participants perceive themselves as having 
acquired and developed perseverance as an attribute? And to what extent were they 
taught it in their lives and education? 
 
I used the Ecological model as a framework, and as a tool to analyse the data gathered 
during the interviews. The model proved to be an invaluable aid to my understanding of 
how the factors within, and interrelationships between, the intrapersonal, interpersonal, 
institutional, community and policy layers contributed to the participants’ understanding 
and development of perseverance. Using semi-structured interviews consistent with a 
qualitative methodology was particularly productive. As each interview unfolded, the 
participants explored their experience of perseverance in their own lives and the lives of 
others specifically and thoughtfully, illustrating their observations with personal 
examples which deepened and enriched the data.  
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When asked, all participants viewed perseverance as an integral part of their lives and 
educational achievements. They understood it variously as the ability to persist against 
the odds, to build their capacity for resilience, to sustain motivation, to be dedicated, and 
to overcome obstacles.  Individually, for the participants, perseverance was understood 
and acquired in, and through, a variety of contexts. The data demonstrated that 
perseverance is largely a socially constructed character strength, influenced and shaped 
by the family, friends, school, community and policy environments, though also 
generated by the individual’s own qualities and personality. Consideration of these 
different influences in their lives helped the participants understand and reflect on their 
lived experience and how they acquired perseverance. Even though the participants had 
different backgrounds, family and school cultures, histories and experiences, they all had 
a common understanding of what perseverance entailed, how important it was and how 
and when it might be applied. There was consensus, too, that motivation, a growth 
mindset and other associated character strengths made a significant contribution to their 
development and understanding of perseverance. 
 
The study found that the way participants viewed their personal capabilities had a strong 
influence on their potential to achieve. Their belief in their ability to learn and perform 
contributed to their growth mindset, and to their motivation to stick at those tasks they 
deemed worthwhile and relevant. It also helped if they had a strongly developed sense of 
agency and engagement. When using a growth mindset, students are motivated to 
challenge themselves, to aim for a deep knowledge (Mastery Learning), and to display a 
willingness to reflect on their mistakes and learn from them (Dweck, Walton & Cohen, 
2014). 
 
Nurturing relationships and a sense of belonging were significant aspects which fostered 
the participants’ development of perseverance. This study found that many opportunities 
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to practise perseverance in a wide range of settings, along with the support and guidance 
of significant others, family, friends and some teachers, allowed participants to rise above 
the immediate challenges of life and find the strategies, resources, and agency to 
persevere. Supportive networks are an important predictor of academic achievement and 
‘wellbeing’ in life. The participants perceived that when they had positive relationships 
with family, friends and teachers, this contributed to how motivated and engaged they 
were. In this multifaceted approach, non-cognitive skills and habits were as important as 
cognitive ability and were developed in different contexts and through different 
relationships. Their non-cognitive strengths, skills and habits, including perseverance, 
contributed to their achievement in education, relationships, work and wellbeing. 
 
These relationships impacted on other character strengths associated with perseverance. 
The associated strengths and skills were the ability to reflect, being organised, and being 
able to apply self-discipline and positive self-esteem and confidence. The participants’ 
ability to reflect on their perseverance skills was assisted when they were given multiple 
opportunities to practise, and when they received appropriate feedback which allowed 
them to discuss their learning experiences and then try again. It made the learning 
experience a conscious one and allowed the participants to draw on their strengths and 
resources, and to apply past knowledge to new situations, while building up the 
resources that enhance perseverance, in particular the habits of engagement, confidence, 
and self-efficacy. 
 
This critical reflection and inquiry encouraged the participants to examine their beliefs, 
assumptions, judgements, and expectations, and so develop a strong sense of purpose and 
self-awareness (Larrivee, 2010). When a pathway to their goals was blocked, their 
support networks helped them by empowering them to find another way in a relatively 
safe environment. The process helped build their sense of coherence (Antonovsky, 1979), 
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encouraged them to become the agents of their own learning, and ultimately strengthened 
and reinforced their perseverance skills. 
 
Even though the participants showed considerable insight into the nature of perseverance 
and their own individual experience of it, they had few memories of their schools being 
particularly instrumental in their development of it. Their observations ranged from an 
appreciative recognition of teachers who supported their endeavours to the view that 
schools as institutions and teachers in general figured very little in their valuing and 
acquisition of perseverance. Schools were not considered to have played a strong role at 
all. None of the participants viewed perseverance or its associated character strengths as 
being consistently or even explicitly taught or practised in their classrooms. Nor did they 
perceive them as being valued by most schools’ ethos or cultures. 
 
This study demonstrates that schools need to have a conscious awareness of non- 
cognitive abilities and how they complement cognitive development. All students have 
the potential to succeed. Schools need to value how non-cognitive attributes, such as 
perseverance, contribute to learning and to the development of the ‘whole’ person. 
Education is about knowledge, making learning relevant and engaging, whilst building 
relationships that allow the individual or student to succeed in their lives. Most of the 
participants thought that the teaching of character strengths such as perseverance should 
be embedded in curricula, and that school personnel should support such an emphasis 
and play an important role in encouraging, developing and modelling these character 
strengths. 
 
The ‘uneven’ approach to educating the ‘whole person’, which the participants’ 
experiences demonstrate, illustrates the need in our society to have further discussion on 
educational policy. Such a discussion would aim to ensure that educational policy reflects 
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the value of curriculum development and pedagogies which emphasize lifelong learning, 
mastery learning and assessment approaches that build non-cognitive as well as cognitive 
strengths. It requires that governments increase their investment in schools to allow more 
time for teachers and schools to develop these crucial elements. It also requires 
investment in the building of relationships between the school, the family and the 
community. McLeroy’s and colleagues (1988) Ecological Model could be the basis for a 
more thoughtful targeting of resources so that families and community organisations 
could become more effectively embedded in the delivery, culture and activities of 
educational institutions (CASEL, 2003; Cohen, 2006; Emerson, L., Fear, J., Fox, S., & 
Sanders, E., 2012). This means that schools have to make a conscious effort to relate to 
students’ families and communities and to include them in school projects (Bryce 
&Withers, 2003). Such a multilayered approach to learning would contribute positively to 
the educational objectives outlined by Ravitch (2010) in the introduction to this thesis. 
 
5.1 Implications for Practice and Future Research 
 
There are a number of implications for schools in this research. Firstly, teachers need 
more time to develop curriculum which emphasizes non-cognitive skills such as 
perseverance. Secondly, the teacher’s opportunities to build meaningful relationships 
with the students and their families should be extended and reinforced. Thirdly, as part of 
their initial training and also their professional development, teachers should be taught 
meaningful diagnostic strategies, and pedagogical ways to scaffold learning and give 
constructive feedback, treating mistakes as part of a work in progress rather than as an 
inconvenience. Finally, students need to be given many opportunities to build the skills of 
persistence and self-discipline: to work in the learning zone, and not in the panic or 
comfort zone (Senninger, 2000). 
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When we give emphasis to the strategies students need to overcome challenges, cope with 
mistakes or failures and know they can achieve their goals, this also enlightens us as 
educators. When teachers take the time to develop rapport with students and help them 
develop organisational skills, self-discipline, and self -belief, they are also getting to 
know their students: their learning preferences, their anxieties and fears, and their 
objectives. Teachers are then able to actively assist students to develop those ‘character 
strengths’ such as perseverance that lead to real and lifelong success, no matter what the 
challenge or task is (Mergler & Spooner-Lane, 2012). 
 
5.2 Significance of study 
 
As the literature review shows, there has been extensive research into the importance of 
non-cognitive skills development in young people. The nurturing of these non-cognitive 
skills transforms them into the character strengths that enable individuals to take their 
place in society as responsible and accountable citizens, friends and contributors.  
 
The argument I have been developing throughout this thesis is that perseverance is not 
only one of these character strengths. It is intrinsically related to all of them. It is the base 
upon which we have developed the courage of our convictions, our willingness to tackle 
and persist with difficult projects, our self- efficacy and agency, and our valuing of self 
and others in on-going friendships and interactions.  
 
Antonovsky (1996), as we have seen, puts succinctly the optimal characteristics of health 
in all its physical and mental aspects: a strong sense of comprehensibility, manageability 
and meaningfulness. Our ability to persevere is foundational to these characteristics. 
Borrowing Antonovsky’s metaphor of the ‘river of life’, if we are unable to persevere, we 
stand a good chance of drowning.  
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Even though my sample is small, what emerges from the accounts and reflections of the 
participants are insights into perseverance that I have not found in the extensive reading I 
have undertaken. Herein lies the value of this research. The data indicates where, for the 
participants, perseverance was modelled, encouraged and reinforced – and where it was 
not. Parents, friends, some teachers figure prominently and positively in the participants’ 
memories. Schools, on the other hand, which could help students gain so much if they 
recognized the importance of embedding perseverance skills in curricula, delivery and 
ethos, have not fulfilled that aspect of their mission. 
 
This lack reveals the need for an exploration into the reasons why most teachers do not 
explicitly teach, or know how to teach, character strengths and non-cognitive skills; into 
the reasons most curriculum writers do not embed these in their subject curricula; and into 
the practices, pedagogies and approaches that would help teachers and curriculum writers 
in these endeavours. It is an ideal site for future research.  
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Appendix A- Plain Language Statement 
 
 
 
Invitation to participate in research project. 
 
As a student who is currently enrolled at Federation University or Federation College in a 
Masters of Education Degree, Joint Degree or a vocational course in the Industry Skills 
Centre you are invited to participate in a research project that examines personal 
perceptions of perseverance and its impact on life and academic success. This research 
project is being conducted by Katrina Griffiths, a lecturer in the Faculty of Health and 
Physical Education and a Master student under the supervision of Dr Jenene Burke and 
Dr Sharon McDonough in the Faculty of Health and Physical Education. 
 
The project aims to investigate how you perceive the habit or character strength of 
perseverance in relation to learning and the role it plays in work, academic life, 
relationships or in any goal. This research will aim to form a well-being / educational 
perspective of perseverance and its associated character strengths / habits that can help 
teachers in their quest to inspire, motivate and challenge students. The study will attempt 
to gain an insight into a learner’s understanding of perseverance, their perceptions of 
perseverance and its importance in academic success and life goals. 
 
This project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at Federation 
University Australia. 
164 
 
 
 
What you are being asked to do? 
 
If you choose to participate, you will be invited to complete one interview that will take 
approximately 60 minutes in length. The interview will be conducted at your convenience 
at your university or college at a mutually suitable time. During this interview, you will be 
asked questions about your perceptions of perseverance and its contribution to your life and 
academic success. You will also be asked questions about which of your experiences 
throughout the schooling and life that helped shape your perceptions of a perseverance and 
to comment on its importance to you. 
 
What will happen to your responses? 
 
The interview will be audio recorded for research purposes and transcribed into written text 
for analysis. You may choose to answer some or all questions. Your participation in this 
study is completely voluntary, should you wish to withdraw your consent you are free to 
do so up until the data is aggregated and any data up until this point will be destroyed. The 
data collected will be confidential and no personal information will be used for publication 
purposes; will be de-identified (your identity will be totally removed and re-coded) during 
the data analysis phase. All data will be collected for a maximum of five years and then 
destroyed. Collected data and consent forms will be kept in separate areas of a locked filing 
cabinet in the Principal supervisor’s office, and password protected computer files at 
Federation University, with access limited to only the researchers. 
 
Although your responses will be de-identified, due to the small number of participants, we 
cannot ensure complete confidentiality. Nevertheless your confidentiality will be 
maintained within the limitations of the law and a pseudonym will be assigned for you and 
your school to protect your identity for the purpose of the study. 
 
Data will be analysed and the results of the project may be presented to interested teaching 
staff at a forum and in journal articles and conferences. These results will be available to 
participants and to members of the education and research communities. Disseminated 
results will not include information that identifies individual participants unless specific 
permission has been obtained. 
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Will I have the opportunity to look at my data? 
 
There will be an opportunity for participants to preview results and transcripts and to 
withdraw or amend (if appropriate) any data during or at the end of the interview or any 
unprocessed data previously supplied. 
 
Potential risks or Discomforts 
 
A risk assessment on this research methodology, suggests that there are minimal risks for 
participants. However, if at any time stage during the research any participant experiences 
personal distress with the topics under discussion, the researchers encourage the 
participants to contact Life Line counsellors (PH: 131114). 
 
Kind Regards, 
 
 
Katrina Griffiths Dr Jenene Burke Dr Sharon 
McDonough 
 
Masters Researcher Principal Researcher Associate Researcher 
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If you have any questions, or you would like further information regarding the project titled Personal 
perceptions on perseverance and its impact on learner’s life and academic success please contact 
the Principal Researcher, Dr Jenene Burke of the Faculty of Education and Arts. 
 
PH: 03 53279332 
 
EMAIL: js.burke@federation.edu.au 
Should you (i.e. the participant) have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this research 
project, please contact the Federation University Ethics Officers, Research Services, Federation 
University Australia, 
 
P O Box 663 Mt Helen Vic 3353 or Northways Rd, Churchill Vic 3842. 
 
Telephone:  (03)  5327 9765,  (03) 5122 6446 
Email: research.ethics@federation.edu.au 
CRICOS Provider Number 00103D 
Schedule of anticipated semi-structured interview questions for consideration by participants 
 
“Personal perceptions of perseverance and its impact on learner’s life and academic success” 
 
What does perseverance mean to you? 
 
Rate yourself with a score of 1 -10 in terms of your ability to persevere. (1 = little, 5 = 
medium, 10 = very high) What do you base this rating on? 
 
Can you give an example of where perseverance was a key factor in you achieving a 
certain outcome or goal? Can you pin point and tell me about a time you developed 
perseverance? 
 
In your secondary education or personal life was perseverance explicitly taught? Or was it 
just required for you to be successful? Discuss. 
 
In your tertiary education was perseverance explicitly taught? Or was it just required for 
you to be successful? Discuss. 
 
Were the learning tasks scaffolded to allow you to make choices and then make the 
choice to persevere?  What were they? 
167 
 
 
 
Did you have an awareness of what resources you needed to access in order to 
achieve your goal? 
 
How important has perseverance been in your life in general and in your academic 
success? 
 
Has there been a person or people who have contributed to your perseverance? Discuss? 
 
Have there been any other factors that contributed to your perseverance in a positive or 
negative way? 
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Appendix B - Interview questions 
 
The following questions were designed to elicit the above insights: 
 
• How do the respondents think they initially acquired perseverance – were 
they born with it, or did they acquire it through observation of significant 
others, family members, or teachers; 
• Was there a point at which the subjects realised that if they persisted with a 
situation or task it would be a good thing for them to do – either for their 
own character development or because it would help them gain their 
objectives; 
• At school, were tasks scaffolded so that students could evaluate their 
importance and then make the choice to persevere; 
• Once they had made the decision to continue, was there sufficient class 
time given them to persevere with what was meaningful to them; 
• Apart from time, were they able to access the other resources they needed 
to achieve their goals; 
• Were they given opportunities to apply their character strengths (including 
perseverance) in real world situations through work experience or other 
extra-curricular projects? 
• Do they now think that perseverance is an asset worth developing when 
they want to achieve in work, study, a relationship or any valued goal. 
 
Intrapersonal 
 
These questions were; 
 
• What was their understanding of perseverance? 
• What words did they associate with perseverance? 
• Did they think perseverance can be learned? Why? What helped them 
develop perseverance? Did they think perseverance was related to 
learned habits or a person’s ‘character’ from birth? 
• Could they describe a time when they developed perseverance? 
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• Could they give an example of where perseverance was a key factor 
in their achieving a goal or an outcome? 
Interpersonal 
 
• Tell me about a person or people who have contributed to your 
perseverance? What did they teach you in order to value this habit 
or character strength? 
• Can you give an example of where perseverance was a key factor in 
you achieving a certain outcome or goal? 
• Can you pin point and tell me about a time when you 
developed perseverance? 
• In your opinion how do people develop habits or virtues? 
• What helped you develop perseverance? 
Institutional / Community / Policy 
• In your secondary tertiary education was habits / character strengths or 
personal life was perseverance explicitly taught? Any process in 
learning skills / tasks. Discuss. 
• Were the learning tasks scaffolded to allow you to make choices and 
then make the choice to persevere?  If so what were they? 
• How important is having meaningful tasks related to your perseverance 
and success in your educational life? 
• Were you given opportunities or see the need to practise the habit 
/ character strength of perseverance? 
• Did you have an awareness of what resources you needed in order 
to achieve your goal?  What were they? Can you give an example? 
• How important has perseverance been in your life in general and in 
your academic success? Give an example? 
• Do you think perseverance is a benefit or detrimental to a person? 
Discuss? Can you give an example of these? 
• If you were giving advice to someone to teach and to develop perseverance 
what ingredients do you believe is necessary? 
